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The words of this morning’s anthem describe the lives of amazing people.  “They who love the Lord have found a gift so rare, they who love the Lord know joy beyond compare, and their hearts are lighter, spirits brighter, knowing God is always there.  They reach out to those in need and they help others to believe, help us be like them, help us be like them.”

As you listened to the anthem sung, who came to mind?  Did you travel and stand in the presence of men and women who have changed our world; the Rosa Parks or the Bill Gates?  Or did you envision writers like Whitman or artists like Cassatt who spoke truth to power through the medium of words or the beauty of a brush stroke?  Was it a coach or a teacher, a parent or a pastor whose face found its way into your heart?  Who was it who came to mind for you?  Each of us has people who have been important in our lives and after whom we have modeled at least a portion of our lives.  Help us be like them.
As I read the words of this anthem in anticipation of this morning’s sermon I grew excited because I knew it would provide an opportunity to remember the lives of those who have served or serve as role models in our lives; those about whom we can sing, help us to be like them.  And I knew it would provide an additional opportunity to celebrate the lives of biblical brothers and sisters.  So, with anticipation I turned to the morning’s lectionary readings looking for stellar examples of lives that make the words of our anthem true; lives we want to emulate.  

However, the Lectionary did not afford me what I hoped to find.  Instead I read what you heard read this morning.  The story of Aaron; Aaron the brother of Moses, the one who with Moses traveled to Pharaoh’s house and declared with power, “Pharaoh, let my people go”.
  The story of Aaron who witnessed all of the signs and wonders God had to perform, who was present and participated in the liberation of the Israelites by the power of God.  This same Aaron, in our text this morning, is at the base of Mt. Sinai.  Moses, according to Exodus 24, has been gone forty days and nights, leaving Aaron in charge.  And Aaron, the one who has known the power of God to save, the one who should have the gift so rare and know joy beyond compare gives in to the demands of frightened and fallible people and in direct opposition to the command of God
 builds an idol god.  Then to make matters worse along with the people he begins to celebrate and worship that which cannot save, deliver or keep.  Help us to be like him?
So I kept reading but the Lectionary did not deliver anything any better.  The next text on the list was the 51st Psalm.  Here we find David, yes David, the shepherd King of Israel, the one whom God calls the man after my own heart; the one from whose family the Messiah would come.  In our second Lectionary text we chance upon David crying out to God because with wanton disregard for the things of God he had sinned.  

The 51st Psalm, scholars tell us, was written in the aftermath of that Bathsheba incident.  You know the incident when David by mayhem and murder desires another man’s wife, steals her, abuses her, father’s a child with her and then the child dies.  And now, according to the 51st Psalm David, the King of all Israel, cries out, “Have mercy on me God, according to your unfailing love; according to your great compassion blot out my transgressions; wash away all of my iniquities and cleanse me from my sin.”  David cries out from the hard place of the consequences of his behavior, he cries out because through disobedience he is in a situation out of which he cannot extricate himself.  This morning’s anthem says he was supposed to have faith to guide, faith that was supposed to be living inside?  Help us be like him?

And then batting three for three we come to the Epistle for the day.  Paul, the most prolific writer of the New Testament, the poet who wrote, “And now abide faith, hope and love and the greatest of these is love”
; the theologian who said “I am persuaded that neither death or life, nor angels or demons, nor things present or to come, nor heights or depths shall be able to separate us from the love of God which is in Christ Jesus our Lord”
; this same Paul tells us that he was separated for a season, he was a blasphemer and a persecutor, a violent man and the worst of all sinners.  Help us be like him?  Help us be like them?  Not on your life!
Then, sitting at my desk, it hit me, I am/we are already like them.  In an instant, in most instants, when we cannot see how we are going to get out of a situation; in moments when we cannot imagine how to make ends meet; before we pray, before we ask God for assistance, before we ask God to show us the way, oftentimes just like Aaron, we turn to our own resources and build our own golden calves.  When pressure is high and resources seem low, when the crowd is pushing for one solution and we know that path is not the one God would have us travel; just like Aaron we give in and follow what is easy, what seems harmless and what seems at the moment right.  
I am like Aaron when I will not stand my ground when my investment club wants to buy stock because of its performance without questioning its practices of labor.  I am like Aaron when I will not encourage wise deliberation in the midst of difficult discussion and give in to what is easy, what seems harmless and what seems at the moment right.  We are like Aaron when the pressure is high and resources seem low and we fabricate a solution that looks like a calf of gold, knowing it cannot help.  We are already like Aaron.

And I am like David, failing to follow what God has told me to do; getting myself into situations out of which I cannot extricate myself.  We are like David when we sometimes confuse being blessed by God with success and achievement with being innately blessed because of our own behavior and inherently successful because of our great and abundant skills.  We are like David when we forget that God has made possible what we have; and therefore are not free do just any old thing we please.  

We are like Paul chief among sinners, for we too have missed the mark.  Yes missing the mark is the definition of sin.  We, like our biblical brothers have missed the mark that God has set before us; missed the mark in the very ways our morning anthem calls to our attention.  Some are unable to accept the gift so rare, the love of the Lord which is beyond compare.  We miss the mark because we will not love ourselves, we will not recognize ourselves as precious to God, important to God, of worth to God.  And so we go through life beating ourselves up, struggling with issues of esteem.  But God says I have loved you with an everlasting love, with cords of loving kindness I have drawn you.
   And God wants us to love ourselves because we are worthy of love, when we do not, we miss the mark.

Despite our anthem’s insistence, some of us have missed the mark because our faith does not grow from day to day; in fact it is no stronger or more vibrant than it was during all of our yesterdays.  The writer of Hebrews tells us faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence which is not yet seen.
  Some of us have stopped having faith in what we can not see.  We have no faith our world will ever fast from violence and so accept a culture of violence run wild.  We have no faith that the care of the environment will ever take precedence over our society’s hunger for convenience and so we continue to use plastic grocery bags as if we have no choice.  Our faith is no longer our guide, growing inside, because our faith has been replaced, usurped by doubt.  When we lose faith that God can, we miss the mark.  When we cease to understand faith, pistis, is a verb, something action oriented, something we must use . . . then we lose its strength and power.  Our anthem writer tells us we must have faith, and of equal importance our anthem writer tells us we must help others to believe.  Yet, we have missed the mark on some or all of these and we are like them; Aaron and David and Paul.  
But I am so glad this is not the end of the thing, for the word that comes to us from Paul in I Timothy comes as balm and corrective.  Paul tells us that no matter how we have missed the mark; no matter how we resemble the fallible and flawed state of our brothers Aaron, David and Paul we are also like them in another and a more profound way.  For you see Aaron was found worthy to be the chief of the priests, David found worthy to be the one whom God loved and set to lead God’s people, and Paul found worthy to be the architect of the nascent church; each was found worthy because each was found forgiven.  Yes, my brothers and sisters we can sing, Lord help us be like Aaron and David and Paul because just as they were those who had sinned, just as they were those who had missed the mark; they were also those who by seeking pardon found favor in God’s sight and they were truly forgiven.  
In I Timothy Paul tells us that Jesus comes to correct our missed marks, to forgive our sins and to pour on us grace, mercy, faith and love.  Jesus comes and with unlimited patience promises to work with us so that we, just like Aaron and David and Paul, might truly be forgiven and what is more, once forgiven that we might be examples to all who would believe in the power of God to take us, transform us, and to give us life abundant and life eternal.
Now remember I began this sermon by asking you to remember those whose lives you wanted to follow, those whom you wanted to be like.  Draw them back to your mind’s eye.  Now here is the power of God’s word, if you know you are a sinner saved by grace, if you know that you have sought God’s forgiving balm, and if you believe that you are forgiven and made brand new; then you may now place yourself in their shoes!  For just as the one you remembered was a role model to you, you are being crafted by God, changed by God, made new by God so that you may be a role model for someone else too!  Yes the ah-ha of this morning’s message is that God is making you, making us into the one about whom someone can rightly sing help me to be like her, like him, like them.  And to the young people in this place, this applies especially to you.  All generations and especially young generations need to know there are those among them who honor God, love God and follow the God of Aaron, David and Paul, seeking justice, loving mercy and humbly walking with their God.
   
Yes beloved of God though we all miss the mark because we serve a patient God; a God of love, of forgiveness and grace; Paul’s words are true – Jesus came to shape us into new and powerful role models for the world to see and to follow.  He came to correct our aim, forgive our sin and to set us on a path that leads to a life available and worthy for others to see and to sing, Lord help me to be like them.  My brothers and sisters, the call on our lives as Christians is that we know the life of our Savior, live the example he taught us and let others see and sing Lord I want to be like them as they seek to be like Christ. 

Heal me, cleanse me, know, me, fill me joy of Jesus that I might be like you; sign and a symbol to the world of all you bring, of who you are and how we might live lives that lead to you.
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