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Though the story of Daniel and the three Hebrew Boys is a much loved and well known Bible story; the twists and turns of its plot provide me with an opportunity to make an odd comparison.  The comparison I wish to offer for our consideration this morning is the comparison between Daniel and the boys and the production of tea, yes tea.
Carefully Chosen

When one researches the production of tea there are at least three tasks that must take place before the tea is ready for harvest.  First the plant must be carefully chosen.  Not every tea plant can be used in the production of good tea.  As it were, the plant must come from good stock.  The plant must be strong.  Its roots must be able to reach down and plumb the depths of the dirt for the nutrients it needs.  Before a plant can produce good tea it must be carefully chosen.

Carefully Maintained

And once carefully chosen the plant must be carefully maintained.  Part of the maintenance process is the act of pruning.  Botanists tell us that if a tea plant is allowed to grow without being maintained, without being pruned, it will send out shoots in all directions, it will spend energy in ways that are not worthwhile.  If the plant is not pruned it will be burdened by growth that will not bear fruit . . . or in this case, leaves.  
Carefully Matured

Carefully chosen, carefully maintained; and the third step in the process of bringing forth good tea is that the plant must be allowed to carefully mature.  Good tea comes from plants that have not been rushed; not been hurried.  Good tea has had time to be nourished by the soil, nurtured by the weather and cared for by a master gardener.  I really do see an uncommon comparison between producing good tea and preparing God’s servants.  
To illustrate this point, consider if you will, Daniel and the boys; for just like good tea, these good servants of God were carefully chosen, carefully maintained and carefully matured.

Daniel and the Boys Were Carefully Chosen
Verse 3 of chapter 1 says, The king ordered Ashpenaz, chief of his court officials, to bring in some of the Israelites from the royal family and the nobility – young men without any physical defect, handsome, showing aptitude for every kind of learning, well informed, quick to understand, and qualified to serve in the king’s palace.
Yes Daniel, Hananiah, Mishal and Azariah were carefully chosen.  They were carefully chosen by King Nebuchadnezzar from the royal and the noble people of God.  But even more important than this, they were carefully chosen by God.  Carefully chosen because God knew what had been placed inside them and the tasks that lay before them.  
Daniel and the Boys Were Carefully Maintained.
And just like good tea, Daniel, Hananiah, Mishal and Azariah were carefully maintained.  Just like a good tea plant there were pruned; pruned of the things that were not of God; pruned of the excesses of luxury (they did not eat the King’s food), pruned of the desperate desire to fit in (they did not follow the King’s commands), pruned of the obsession to look like, talk like and act like those who were already in power.  They pruned themselves of the hope that their captors had it right and they had it wrong, and they stood on what they had learned from the God who had kept their ancestors from the deserts of Egypt to the glory of the Temple.  Carefully chosen and carefully maintained.  
Carefully Matured.
And they were carefully matured.   One definition of “maturity” is that something or someone has undergone a process that has brought them to a state of final growth or development; a state of fullness and completion.  In actuality, the Latin root of the word “mature” means good and ripe, ready to burst.  
Daniel, Hananiah, Mishal and Azariah had been allowed to carefully mature.  They had been reluctant residents in the King’s castle from the end of King Nebuchadnezzar’s reign until the end of the first year of King Cyrus, they had been guests in a gilded cage for three years; enough time to carefully mature.

And We Are Likewise Chosen, Maintained and Matured
And guess what, as it was with Daniel and the boys, so it is with you and with me.  You and I have been carefully chosen.  Jesus told those gathered in the first century and he tells those of us gathered on the corner of Lincoln and Grove, “You did not choose me, but I chose you and ordained you.”  Beloved of God, do not miss what this means; to be ordained, at least according to John’s text, is to be selected and established for God’s work and God’s mission.  Out of countless individuals you were spotted by the Savior; out of an endless array of choices you were selected by Christ.  Jesus saw you; your gifts and your talents; and established you; set you up for a special work, a special assignment to know and share his love, to speak of his salvation; to work for his justice.  Like Daniel and Hananiah, Mishal and Azariah you and I have been carefully chosen and established by God; carefully chosen and set up for a special work, a work that fits your abilities and aptitudes.
Like Jeremiah,
 you were carefully chosen before you were formed in your mothers’ womb.  Like Samuel,
 carefully chosen because God knew you were fit to fill a position of importance; carefully chosen like Esther
 because you are the one who will have the words to speak in a moment when truth must stand up to power and make itself known.  
You Are I Have Been Carefully Maintained

And we are being carefully maintained; that means being pruned.  Just as the Gospel of John says, because we are loved by God, God will prune us of those things which are not to our benefit.  Our God will:
· Prune us of behaviors and habits that are not helpful to us, because God loves us enough to care for us. 

· Prune us of the desire for more and more stuff, for God calls us to share what we have so that we might bless those who do not have.

· Prune us of the habit of castigating our enemies straight to hell, for the God of our salvation calls us to love our enemies.
· Prune us of believing that the church is something contained within four walls with a door that gets closed and locked when we leave the premises, but we know that the true church, the true ecclesia, is those of us who gather to raise high Christ’s name.

· Prune us of a proclivity to pursue the things that do not fit within the ethical and moral framework of the Kingdom’s justice and righteousness here on earth. 

· Prune us of fear, prune us of doubt; prune us of anything that stops us from sharing the hope and the love of Christ.

We are being pruned of those things that keep us from being who God has called us to be.  And,            just like a master gardener; God is able to prune us individually; removing one thing from you and something else from me. Pruning us so that we each might be maintained, so that we each might be productive, so that we each might bear the fruit that is formed by our lives.  

And We Are Being Carefully Matured.

And we are being matured.  Daniel and the boys were matured by virtue of the time they spent in the King’s castle; the Gospel of John seems to indicate that our maturity and growth occur as we stay connected to God.  Remain in me and I will remain in your.  No branch can bear fruit by itself, it must remain in the vine.  John seems to say we develop, we become full and ripe as we stay connected to God’s word.  And we can stay connected through study, through prayer, through mediating on the goodness of God in nature and in song.  We must allow ourselves to carefully mature and the way we can do so is to remain connected, branch to the vine, for all of our lives.  

LEFT TURN

Yes we have been carefully chosen, carefully maintained and carefully matured.  Yes like our heroes from the book of Daniel God has positioned us for what God has in store.  The uncommon comparison fits.  What it takes to produce good tea can be compared aptly to what it takes to prepare good servants.  Carefully chosen, carefully maintained and carefully matured!

But there is one more thing.  Every thing I know about making tea says you cannot make good tea without hot water.  And Daniel and the boys knew hot water:
· In the first chapter they were kidnapped and brought to Babylon; that’s hot water.

· In the second chapter there was an impossible request from the King that Daniel interpret a dream without being told the content of the dream; that’s hot water.
· In the third chapter there was that fiery furnace moment; that’s hot water.

· In the fourth chapter there was an insane king who would not honor the truth of Daniel’s God; that’s hot water.

· In the fifth chapter there was some hand writing on the wall, that’s hot water.

· In the sixth chapter there was that lion’s den, that’s hot water.

· In chapters 7 – 12 Daniel began to see visions, and whenever you have a vision, that’s hot water.

And my brothers and sisters, just like good tea, you and I are going to experience hot water.  Hot water of:
· Careers that make left turns and leave us disappointed.
· Relationships that are difficult and even fail
· Opportunities that seemed to start out so well but end up being a burden and a frustration.
· Habits that are hard to break, and seem to hold us down.
· The desire to speak truth to power but then falling silent in the face of the cost.
It will be hot water that we want to ignore, avoid, and escape.  But if we hold to the uncommon comparison and recognize that what it takes to produce great tea is exactly what it takes to prepare great servants then we will admit hot water is inevitable.  
Don’t give up when hot water finds you, for you have been carefully chosen, you have been carefully maintained and you are being carefully matured.  Don’t give up when hot water rolls your way because the same Lord that prepared and kept Daniel and the boys is preparing and keeping you.  The same Savior that spoke in the Gospel of John is speaking now and says I carefully chose you, now stay connected to me and I will maintain you and bring you to full fruit because I love you, because I as the choir sang, I have called you forth to be my hands, my song, my feet; I have called you to love all people and to represent my kingdom.  When hot water finds you, remember you are connected to the vine and you will continue to grow strong.
The hymn writer proclaims, “Come all Christians be committed to the service of the Lord.  Make your lives for him more fitted; tune your hearts with one accord”.  Yes, we can come and be committed; committed to the things of God and to the work of Christ; we can come because God has equipped us and is preparing us and we can be confident that the same power that helped shape and sustain the Hebrew boys shapes and sustains us; God’s beloved, God’s chosen, God’s own.  Yes, come all Christians let us be committed to being a tea bag people.
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