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SACRIFICE: CHOICE FOR GROWTH

Onecan'tgotoa Place like Drift Creek and not experience nature. It's so awesome
and wild, and yet it has an order so intricate, so sgmphonic in the way it fits togetlﬂer,
and it feels so beautiful.. so rig}‘n’cl The more I see of the creation, the more I hear the
awe exPressed bg scientists who Probe its secrets or artists who seek to reProduce its
sPlendor, the more | am comPe”ed to ask)” W]’tg do we feel this universal awe? Who told
us this is beautiful? Whg are we so comPe“ed to find out how it all works? Does this
incredible intricacg and beautg mean angthing to someone looking for the maker of all
this?

Ithink it does.  When we rejoice in the unsPoiled l’xarmony and wholeness of nature, it
seems to me we are exPeriencing part of God’s delight in his creation when he said, “Ttis
good.” And as man has studied the natural world over the centuries and meditated on
his own existence, he has discovered that Phgsical life is full of Para”els to sPiri’cual life
that give us a glimpse of God’s purposes for the world. He’s communicating sometl'aing

to us.

The writer of Hebrews, when reviewing the Phgsical details of Abraham’s history,
concludes, «...which things are an a”egorg”. if we begin to see everything around us as
media God is using to communicate his purposes for us, all life becomes sacred because
it holds a message from God. If we are eager to learn how to work with God and not
against Him in our sPiritual lives, nature can teach us many tl’n'ngs as a”egorg. I would
like to focus our attention ’codag on two Princip]es of sPiritual life w}‘nicln, even tl‘uoug]'!
theg are well known to the Christian faith, | think can be made clearer bg looking to

nature as a sPirituaI illustration. The Principles are growth and sacrifice and | believe



tlﬁeg are related in this way: Sacrifice is the choice for growth.
“The canoe in the raplds’”

-Life cannot remain static, frozen. It P!unges forward. We are sometimes overwhelmed
bg the movement around us and within us. We seek solid ground fora resting Place, a
quiet Place that doesn’t threaten to cl’:ange. We often seek God for that rock. But

when we use God gor a rocl< we sometimes get s’cuck out on tha’c rock.

When we look at God’s universe around us we see t}‘nings in motion, some fast and some
very slow. T]’\ings have been movingjus’c like this since God set them in motion, and the
constant in natural life is constant changc.
Life requires growth and growth recluires change
1. Clﬂange requires energy or efort -
any Plﬂysical or chemical change consumes energy
2. Changc causes Pain and loss
. Thereisno growtl'l without energy, change, and loss
%, Growth requires fife: Change in itself will not Proclucc growth
--Water can thaw and freeze forever and never increase
--Fire cl’uanges things and can create the conditions for some things
to grow, but does not Produce grow’cl'x.
-~Persons may suffer drastic changes without growing signiﬁcantly
from the experience
. Pain orloss or effort alone will not Procluce growth
--Punishment does not alwags Produce learning --resentment
~--Loss can Produce bitterness or despair rather than growtl'x
. Onlg livingthings can grow:
-~ Living things have the Possibilitg of taking the energy of change
and using it to fuel growt}‘n.
4 Sacrifice: All Iiving bcings grow using up energy, resources and life itself
--Jife feeds life: biological food chain, something that was Iiving dies and
passes its energy and substance on to another , a”owing it to live.
~~5imP|e life feeds onlg off the bottom of the c}‘nain, simPle diges’cion: very
efficient. SimPle bacteria convert the minerals into organic forms that Plants can absorb

using the sun’s energy to convert them into growing tissue.



~-Life forms at the middle of the chain use secondary sources: herbivorous
animals eat Plants to stay alive. Carniverous animals eat other animals who have eaten
Plants who have lived on bacteria: more lives are used up in Preparing their sustenance,

..Humans, at the top of the chain, are omnivores: we eat evergtl'xingl We feed
from simPIe (vegetable) sources, from seconcﬂary sources (animals who eat Plants
before we eat ’cl’xem) and tertiary (Foocl Processed from either of these with additional
energy and lmowledge). The most advanced forms of life require the most concentrated
forms of food.

5. Thereis also a moral and intellectual food chain:

—-Awise, well rounded man feeds off all levels of the learning chain: first-
hand Personal exPerience, second-hand Ieaming from observing the exPeriences of
others and third-hand knowledge gleaned from persons who have studied and
synthesized others Ieaming, chewed the bulk and fiber out of it, and digested the
nutrients. . Human civilization can onlg deve]oP bg Fee&ing off the learning and
experience of others before us and those around us. This is the wisdom of tradition,
organized learning, it is culture and social progress.

—-Nutritionists these dags advise us to eat low on the food chain. Good teachers
have alwags encouragecﬂ us to learn the same way . ~The Chinese teacher Confucius
said, “What | hcar, lForgct. What | see, | remember. What | do, Junderstand. He means
that Persona! exPerience is the most effective way tolearn. Personal observation stay
with us but are not alwags understood and the “Processed” §rd hand information from
books, teachers and institutions is so remote we Forget most of it . Thatis not to say it
is not imPortant: those who cannot learn from others exPerience must start on the
bottom of the food chain: the school of hard knocks.

6. The additional element of will .

Inthe Phgsical realm, Iiving beings do not choose to grow—theg must grow or be
subsumed to the process of Aying. In our SPiri’cual life also, a person begins dying if he
doesn’t grow, but additiona”g he must WILL in order to grow.

This truth is familiar to any teacher or parent . Neither Punislﬂment nor incentives can
cause someone to learn if no will or decision to learn exists in that person. Learningis
absolute!g voluntarg. The choice to learn is essential. And it means risk because itis a
choice toward change. Change takes effort and it brings loss: energy is spent, time is

wasted, routine is upset, sleeP is lost, dreams left undone, oPPortunities not taken.



And because change is not free, it requires a choice to sacrifice somet}‘ning: we

give up something in exchange for something better: the chance to grow.

So how can we applg to our sPiritual lives the biological and moral Principlcs of growth
and change?
1. First, to stay hcalthg, SPiritual Life rcc]uircs growth. It cannot remain fixed
and stay hcalthg.
. The Medical student on a mission triP: “Doctor, the babg is 4 yrs old”.
. ltis not enough to maintain the vital functions to be healthg. But unlike
Phgsical growth, for spiritual growth to take Place we must choose to grow. We
must know that we need to grow and choose to accePt change. Here is the hitch
about sPiritual realitg that the world cannot accept: notto choose is a choice to
die. Remember the canoce? Jehovah urged the Peop!e of Israel rePeatedlg, “
Choose life and livel” If you dor’t cl’uoose, you die! Jesus stated the same ’cl’xing
ca’cegorica”y, “He that is not for me is against me”. Thisisa Principle we know to
be true when accepting the Lord and receiving salvation. But how about growth
after birth?
SPiritual growth rccluircs changc and change has a cost. The cost is sacrifice.
This is not buging growthl This is accePting the nature of realitg. To receive His
giﬁt of growt}‘n, you must droP what you are holding onto. That growt}‘n is worth
exac’cly as much to you as has been sacrificed to make it Possible. King David,
man after Gods own heart said, “Far be it from me to offer unto the Lord that
which has cost me no’cl’:ing!”
So the question is:. What is your sPirituaI growth worth to you? What would you
give up for it? Your time, your Pain, your desires, your Pr@Cerences, your
unders’canding, your Plans, your security, your dreams...all these are yours
because theg are your own creations. God can take them away but He cannot
sacrifice them for you. You alone can choose to do that. Ultimatelg, our WILL is
the on]g thing we can offer to God that He doesn’t alreaclg have. We insult him if
we think He needs our inte”igencq our work, our s’crength. But our will, yes, and

all that goes with it: our desires, our dreams, our love. Jesus Promised to



anyone who gave up his security riere, a hundred fold return in this life and the

coming onel

2. And, second, the food chain gives us a model for keePing our Priorities
straigl'it in the church if we want to erjog sPirituaI growti*i: hcgou want to
remain sPiritually healthg, eat low on the food chain. How can we do that?

a. First, for sPiritual i'iealti'i, there is no substitute for Primary Personal
sPiritual exPerience with God. Prayer, (communication with Him) and worshiP
(experiencing His Presence). This is eating whole grains for energy and
drinking lots of pure water. Mothers, How many times a week should we drink
that for good nutrition? Several times a day!l And what i’iaPPens if we don't?
... we get cons’ciPa’ceci!

b. Next up the food ci‘:ain, milk and i‘noneg are both Biblical exPressions for
God’s nurture to his PeoPIe. Ti‘ieg are both animal Products, both Prociucts
meant by nature for the raising of babies, but sacrificed for human nurture.
Milk and I’IOI’ICH are for the church the stuclg of the Word and shared religious
exPerience. I Include the Bible here in the second food group for two
reasons-- because it is the essence of shared religious exPerience) the
riistory of salvation, and because I think the Word is meant by Godtobe a
shared exPerience, not an individual one.  We stucig togetrier, suffer
togetrierJ understand togetrier. This is not so much shared studg, this is
shared exPerience. Jesus said, “Where 2 or ... Cooks, how many servings
should we have of dairg Products aweek? Are we getting it?

c. Last!g, When God called for something to be offered to him for sin, He called for
the sacrifice of sometl'iing rePresenting the i‘iigriest concentration of energy
and nutrition: he called for meat oroil. These were not Aailg oiicerings for
most PeoPle but on occasions when PeoPIe were esPeciallg conscious of their
need to draw closer to God or to Pu’c rigl'it someti'iing that had gone wrong,
This is tl'ieological reflection. Itis Bible schoiarshiP. ltis sound doctrine. Itis
institutional church. 1tis the wisdom of church tradition. This is the disti”ing
of exPerience and reflection, the ’cransrorming of many sugerings) many other

lives into a solid, concentrated substance. Inthe tabernacle, onlg the Priests



could offer this up for the People and onlg in the designated times and
Places. It is because this is concentrated, heavg food, I’ligl'xlg Processed.
Lots of cholesterol. Itis food for Feasting. But if we build our sPiritual diet
on doctrine, on theological studgj on church traditions and the official Priests
that serve those altars, we will become s’codgg and slow as Cl'lristians, and
Probablg have a heart attack sooner or later. A 5tead9 diet of this meat and
oil from the church is like having steak and lobster every dag for dinner!

That may sound obvious, but over the centuries it has proven very hard for
the Christian church to resist the ’cemptation to overindulge in sPiritual

cholesterol.

One could say the reformation began with a desPerate attempt bg Martin
Luther to avoid sPirituaI food Poisoning. After 20 yrs eating steak and fries
at the church’s tablej he stood up and said, 1 think rm going to be sick!” And
theg said, “Not in here, you’re not!” and when he went right on aheacl, theg
hauled him out the door to be sick outside! well, listening to him throw up
made a lot of other PeoPle start geeling sick too, until the PoPe got worried
there wasn’t going to be anybocﬂy left to eat his cake! Martin Luther was
trging to get back to a balanced diet for sPirituaI health, because his soul
craved simPleJ whole foods. And if you think he was extreme, I'd have to say
that comPared to l’xim, the radical Anabaptists ate like strict vegetarians: they
refused to trust any doctrine that wasn’t home grown out of New Testament
soil, harvested in the believer’s Personal walk with the Lord and digested in
the communitg of suﬁcering.

Mennonites, I’'m not saging we need to become sPiritual vegetarians and
swear off all the accumulated wisdom of our faith traditions in favor of an
“each-to-his-own” sPiritualit3~~ No! Besides the insPiring testimonies left to
us bg our Anabaptist Foregathers, we have living, dgnamic exPressions of faith
we need to keep Preparing for Feastingl The 3outl’1 conventions are insPiring
our seminaries are Bib]ical, the historical peace witness is a lig}‘nt to the

nations! We should keeP reading John Howard Yoder, keep sending



volunteers to MCC and Pies to the relief sales, keep sharing Potluclcs, even
keep camPing in church camps. But the church cannot depend on those
things to give it vital sPiritual growthl Our Fait}‘n, our reflection and our action
must sPring from LIVING EXPERIENCE WITH GOD! Remember mama’s very
wise dinner rule for healthg children: “Eat your vegetables first before you
get dessert.” If the church doesn’t teach believers to en'og the fruits of a

J)meditation, the milk
and honeg of Bible s’cudg and Fe”owslﬂip, then the pecan Pie of

Personal encounter with God, the veggies of prayer an

denominational church will make them sick to their stomach. Remember,

historg is full of sick churches: heart failure, terminal cancer from carcinogenic

meat, lactose intolerance to the milk of evangelical Preaclning, cu!minating in

Revelation’s Prediction of an anorexic church that can’t stomach the truth of

the Word!

So, what does our biology class teach us about keepinga l’:ealtlﬁg sPiritual

life?

1. Decide to let God keeP changinggou. Ask Him to show you what you
need to sacrifice to do it. Remember, What’s it worth to you?

2. Eat your Veggies before you get dessert!



