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Fifth Sunday in Lent/ March 25, 2007
“Pressing On to the Resurrection Goal”

Philippians 3:4b-14

Pastor Wayne Zschech

“I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the sharing of his sufferings by becoming like him in his death, if somehow I may attain the resurrection of the dead. Not that I have already obtained this or have already reached the goal; but I press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own.”


If there ever was an example of what Christian testimony truly is, Paul offers it to the churches of Philippi and to us as well. In it Paul makes his public profession of faith. He openly acknowledges what he has lost, gained, and hopes to secure through his faith in Jesus Christ.


What do we testify about in our lives? Testimony is the firsthand authentication of an experience, and it is universal to humanity. Everybody bears witness to something in our lives. It’s simply a matter of what has moved you so passionately that we’re compelled to share our experience with another.

In court, people swear to testify concerning the truth of an event they have witnessed or experienced first hand. Around the water cooler we might testify to our affection for the Flyers, or our eagerness for opening day at Citzen’s Bank Park and the beginning of another Phillie’s season. Over the phone we might enthusiastically share our joy of a movie recently seen or the delectability of food eaten at a new restaurant. My might text message or email friends our excitement with a new cell phone, PDA, iPod, or other gadget of technology.
For Paul, the experience he is most passionate about is his relationship with the risen Christ and the promise and hope of the resurrection goal he offers to all who are baptized and believe in his name. There’s only one problem with his testimony. If we listen carefully to what he says after verse 12 it sounds like Paul’s theology is works centered rather than grace centered. He describes how he will continue to press on, work harder, strain forward until he reaches “the prize of the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus.” 
This is not salvation through grace. What Paul describes is a making of oneself holy through a sort of marathon training. Paul’s testimony of striving for the resurrection is inspiring, but it is not consistent with a theology of salvation that places a high value on the work of Christ rather than the work of human beings. So while Paul’s testimony is passionate and inspiring it is theologically flawed. But does this mean we should ignore his testimony altogether?
I admit to you, my brothers and sisters, this is the very reason I almost always preach from a manuscript rather than from notes each Sunday. My greatest fear in preaching, in bearing my testimony from the pulpit, is being theologically flawed in how I passionately convey my heart-felt faith in Christ’s resurrection. I labor over every phrase, making sure what I say on paper is what trust in my heart and understand from my knowledge and training.

Yet, my struggle is nothing compared to that of another pastor whose story is shared in the local book Rocky Stories authored by our neighbor Mike Vitez with photographs by our congregation member Tom Gralish. Vitez begins her testimony in this way:


“Writing a sermon takes the Rev. Elinor Greene at least five or six weeks. Just steering her finger toward the correct letter on the keyboard requires all her concentration and effort. Her hands shake so much that she often strikes the wrong key; then she has to travel all the way across the keyboard to hit backspace – and then she tries again. She often doesn’t have the strength enough to depress a key with one finger; and needs two.


“Letter by letter, hour by hour, day by day, she writes. About mercy. About anger. About her favorite passages from the Bible. Six or sever sermons a year. She doesn’t have the breath to blow out a match, much less to speak, so a parishioner – after rehearsing with Reverend Greene – will read the sermon on Sunday morning from the pulpit of the United Methodist Church of Chestnut Hill Philadelphia.”


Nellie, as she is known by her friends is now 52 years old. She graduated from a prep school in Virginia and earned varsity letters in five different sports. She had been president of the Service Club, and according to a close friend, Mike Vitez reports, “She sang like an angel.”


That all changed in an instant, in the blink of an eye. While on her way to enroll as a freshman at Hampshire College in Amherst her mother lost control of the car and it rolled over three times. Nellie had been napping in the back seat without a seatbelt. She suffered extensive brain damage, ruptured both lungs, and her heart stopped twice on the operating table. 

“Despite all that,” Vitez writes, “Nellie not only survived, but after three years of rehabilitation, she went back to Hampshire College and graduated in four years, She then attended Yale Divinity School and eventually was ordained as a deacon. Serving God became her salvation, changed her life from one of misery to joy.” And here is where I think my neighbor and ours misses the truth of her witness. Vitez then writes, “Her accomplishments were testimony to the power of the human spirit.”


Personally, I believe it was not the power of Nellie’s “human spirit” that enabled her to accomplish what she has, but the power of the Holy Spirit that dwells within her. Only the Spirit of the risen Christ could offer the hope and joy to which Nellie must now cling and give her the ability to press on toward the goal of the resurrection. Something tells me it is Nellie’s faith in God’s victory over the power of sin and death, over suffering and car crashes, that gives her the ability to cling to the promise and hope of a resurrection goal that includes a new body along with a new life.


While Mike’s testimony of Rev. Nellie’s story may be flawed, in my opinion, it doesn’t mean it shouldn’t be shared. Sometimes we are called to speak. Sometimes it is important and necessary for us to use our words to speak authentically about our relationship with the risen Christ in order to support one another. Sure, what we say might spill out clumsily, not getting what we believe and trust from our hearts to be conveyed with our limited use of language. 

In an effort to bear witness to our faith in the risen Christ who gives us hope we might say something that would catch some flack in a systematic theology course. We might end up sounding or looking like a half-wit. But then again, who of us is a perfect whole? Or, at least, who of us is even close to being whole without what Paul himself calls, “the righteousness from God based on faith?” 


We dare to speak, even if our theology isn’t perfect, just as Paul spoke to the Philippians. We speak, we bear witness, we testify because that about which we speak may be beyond our understanding but not beyond our experience of God in our broken yet resurrected lives. 
For me, it might mean preaching more out of the pulpit rather than in. For you, it might mean offering testimony or bearing witness to the risen Christ at a dinner party, around the water cooler, in the stands between innings, or by emailing or texting a friend during tutorial or while waiting for the train. Regardless of where or when it may be, we are called to bear testimony to what we, like Paul, press on toward; the resurrection goal to which we have been baptized into and our relationship with our risen Christ gives us the faith to trust in whole-heartedly. 
