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The gift of a story is the gift of a memory.  Each of us can remember the stories told to us, stories that filled our hearts with fantastic images and joy.  I remember especially Sunday evenings when the dinner dishes were done and Monday’s preparations were completed.  My Mom would turn on the television and Frazier Thomas and Family Classics would appear.  Family Classics was a 1960’s version of TBS’s Dinner and a Movie, but without the food.  It was a show that showcased all of the classic family movies; one of which was the Wizard of Oz.   The original 1939 movie starred Ray Bolger as the slap stick Scarecrow and Bert Lahr as the mostly cowardly Lion.  Jack Haley was the often tearful Tin Man and Judy Garland, the inimitable, somewhere over the rainbow, Dorothy.  From the first time I watched her place one red slipper in front of the other, I was hooked.
There is so much I took from this wonderful fable; so many lessons hidden in plain sight.  For instance, when the foursome, plus Toto, was lost in the woods and began to sing, “Lions and tigers and bears, oh my” they taught me the value of friendship; they taught me that even in dark and dangerous places the presence of a friend to walk with you and sing with you is worth its weight in gold.  
And the Story of Oz continues to teach me.  It reminds me when adversity rises – or falls in the form of a broom toting green one – it does not always signal disaster.  In fact it just may be that some forms of adversity are a blessing.  It just may be that trouble positions us to learn life’s most important lessons.  After all, the Lion would not have known the taste of courage if he had not experienced the adversity of the wicked witch’s threats and Dorothy would not have known the strength of her desire to be back at home had not the Wizard failed her request.  Dorothy and her gang teach us that adversity is not all bad.  In fact, I have asked this congregation in times past to think about the moments when you learned some of your most meaningful lessons. I have asked, but I will ask again; think about one of the most important lessons you have learned in your life; let’s say before the age of 21.  Got it, now how many of you learned that lesson in a time of ease or joy?  Raise your hand if you learned the lesson in a moment of joy.  Yes, you see, for most of us, much like Dorothy and her companions, important lessons are learned somewhere between our personal landings in Munchkin Land and our trek toward Oz, most are learned when times are spare and we are not at ease.  Chalk up another lesson taught by those who journeyed toward Oz.
And there are other gems of wisdom in this story.  For instance, do not look to others – especially balding men behind big sputtering screens – for solutions to your difficulties, the solutions lie within your very being.  And do not give up on yourself, always believe in your dreams and desires, even if your Kansas seems so far away.  
Yes, there are many good things to be gained from a 1939 movie of a girl, her dog and their friends.  But, several months ago our esteemed Moderator, Clarke Robinson, brought the 1899 version of L. Frank Baum’s book to a Council Meeting.  Just before we enter the story noted on our bulletins, Dorothy has encountered the scarecrow and freed him from his field positioned pole (p. 24), chanced upon the rusting Tin Man and oiled him to a new sheen (p.37); and met the lion who is more cowardly than courageous (p. 47).  
But as this odd crew of souls travel onward to Oz something happens in the book that does not happen on the big screen.  The traveling group happen upon a chasm too wide and too deep, a chasm they can not cross.  Here the Lion gathers his courage and, in turn, with each of his friends riding individually upon his back, he ferries them from the dead end of the chasm to the open path extending forward on the other side.  The story continues and next our travelers meet a swiftly flowing stream.  Now it is the Tin Man’s turn.  He uses his ax to fell a tree, out of which he builds a raft of adequate length and strength.  In it the sojourners start across the stream but the current is too strong and the absence of a rudder leaves them without the ability to steer.  The scarecrow seizes his opportunity to serve and because he lived so long stuck up on one; he knows the nature of a pole.  He plucks a pole-like-tree from the bank of the stream and uses it to steer the raft safely to shore.  
Over and over, throughout the book, the offering of friendship and sacrifice and the blessing of encouragement and truth-telling are shared so that no one is left out and together they make progress toward their goal.
Here in the midst of our Labor Day Weekend we learn from Dorothy and her friends when one labors for something important, it is easier by far and more fulfilling as well when the labor is undertaken with good friends alongside.  We learn from this story that to labor with the arms and hands, the wisdom and strength, the prayers and presence of another, of a friend, is indeed a gift whose price is beyond measure.  
Now I have to tell you a secret, a really good sermon preparation schedule, for me, looks like this.  Way before Monday I have a general idea where I am going.  By Monday I have the texts and by Tuesday I have my first good outline.  Wednesday is a slow cooker day when ideas tumble around in my head and I do any additional research. By Thursday I am on my fourth or fifth draft and much later on Saturday than Andre would prefer, I am almost finished.  A final read on Sunday morning and voila!  Now, please note, I said this is a really good sermon preparation schedule.  
Last week I was pretty much on task until Thursday afternoon, bulletin running time.  Because you see I had chosen themes focused on the precious nature of friendship, about working together, about bearing one another’s burdens and moving forward, together, as a church.  And I knew where to go for a text, there is one in Proverbs about a three fold cord being hard to break and bearing one another’s burden, well that’s easy, that’s in Paul’s letter to the Galatians.  
But in the midst of preparing to send Aimee the texts and to ask Sandy Mytys to run the bulletin, God’s spirit stirred in me and said, this is OK, but there is more.  Yes, Dorothy, etal., did bear one another’s burdens.  True, they were not easily divided.  They did understand the power of working together and they labored for a common goal.  Yes, all of this is true and good, but God said, “Zina, there is more.”
That we serve one another, overcome obstacles and achieve success are powerful lessons learned from this story.  But the hope of Dorothy and her friends was not just to serve one another.  It was not just to strike out on a famous adventure; or to achieve some great success.  Their task and their actions were focused on helping them find courage and a brain, to obtain a heart and return to a home.  The scarecrow knew he was meant to think and think some more.  The lion was sure he was meant to live into the title the king of the jungle.  The Tin Man sensed he was meant to know the gift of emotion and Dorothy, dear Dorothy now understood the meaning of being one beloved in a home filled with simple joy.  Each pursued these things because the deepest hope, the greatest aim for the lion and the tin man, the scarecrow and the child was to achieve these things so they might become who they were truly meant to be.  
The meaning that can be so easily missed in this story is this, all hearts, human and storybook, are on a journey; a journey to become who they are meant to be. 
And this great purpose and aim can also be missed in our individual lives and stories.  Our highest aim ought not to be just to help one another, ought not to be just to have great adventures.  Though these are good and marvelous things, at best they are given to us as great gifts from God as we seek to be who we were meant to be.  And what we were meant to be is like Christ.  We were created to be, are meant to be, the bearers of God’s image, wrapped in flesh and filled with Divinity’s breath.  As courage was to the lion, as home was to Dorothy, so is our knowledge of Christ to us; when we know Christ, we are able to be who we are meant to be.  Yes, our true self is to be like Christ and Paul tells us that our first step is to know Christ.
Paul puts it this way, I count everything I have as nothing, I will give it all away, I only want to know Christ; to be completely united with him.  Paul says, that I might know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of his suffering, that I might know these things will change me, transform me as sure as the scarecrow would be transformed by the gift of wisdom or the tin man by a heart; Paul knows he, and we, will be changed by knowing Christ.
Our journey, beloved of God, is to know Christ.  It is to know the mind of Christ, to know what he thought, what he did, how he moved and how he reached out to touch and transform.  Our greatest task is to know Christ so that we might be like him; so that we might move into the world to be wise as serpents and gentle as doves, to reach lost souls with the good news of Jesus, to bind up wounds caused by neglect and the lack of enough, to deliver those who are captive to the ways of the world, and to awaken in all the desire to see justice and peace, righteousness and hope flourish far and wide.  Our greatest aim is to know Christ, and in the intimate relationship that is implied by the use of the verb to know, to be changed into hearts and souls who will live out a call to go and be Christ’s presence in the world.

I want to know Christ; I want to know the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of his suffering.  Oh God, we want to know you, we want to know the power of your resurrection; the power that takes what looks like the disaster of the cross and resurrects a victory from which all humanity may benefit.  Oh God, we want to know you, even in the fellowship of your suffering, for as you suffer you set before us a promise that though all things are not easy, and though all things will not go well, even through the suffering we will learn and grow and change; and you will be with us in the suffering, making a path from darkness into light.  Yes God, we want to know you, know your patience, know your grace, know your willingness to never give up on those who reach for truth, never give up on those who have breath in their bodies.    
God we want to know you, through the image of the Son, we want to know him and we want to be like him.  For as we are like him, as we are his image and being in the world, wherever we go, his goodness will follow; what ever we put our hands to his power will attend, whatever we attempt, even in failure you will be present and set into motion those things that are your hope and plan and we will have been a part, because we are a part of you.  Like Dorothy’s joy in gaining back her home, may we know the same joy as we gain more knowledge of you and in doing so may we find in the Son our deepest aim and our true home.  
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