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If there were one word everyone could agree on to describe twenty-first century living, it would surely be stressful. 

Anyone here this morning want to deny that we face a host of stress-inducing factors in this world? 
How about terrorism? 
How about war? 
How about avian flu? 
How about global warming, or diminishing resources, vanishing species, or increasing Population? 
Not to mention the Islamic Republic of Iran with a head of state who's on record wanting to nuke Israel out of existence? 

And that's just the background noise behind each of our own individually experienced stresses: money crunches (how easy has it been to pay YOUR bills this month?), aging parents, health problems, teenager kids, imperious bosses, devious employees, furious traffic jams, injurious job, serious computer crashes, bills (I repeat, and more bills). 

Stress is real. 
But it has also become a great excuse for our personal failures and shortcomings. 

Overweight? 
It's not that you eat too much and exercise too little. 
It's because of that sinister stress hormone. 

Can't get your work done? 
It's not that you're wasting time or failing to buckle down. It's that workplace stress makes any sustained concentration impossible. 

In debt up to your eyeballs? 
It's not that you lack self-control or equate more goodies with the good life. 
It's that the high-pressure stress of consumer marketing forces you to buy. 

The fact is: stress has always been with us, and stress will never go away. 
Stress, which is made up of those competing forces simultaneously pushing and pulling our hearts, minds, time, spirit, has always been a part of the human condition. 
Who is to say whether it's more stressful to worry about keeping your kids safe from street violence and drugs or whether it was more stressful to worry about keeping your kids safe from saber-toothed tigers and poisonous plants? 
You think road rage is a late 20th, early 21st century travel blight? 
Re-read Jesus' Good Samaritan story and note carefully what happened to the battered traveler. 

But stress has been USED by men and women throughout the ages as a platform for creativity and innovation. 
When stress is transformed into creative tension, there's made possible new ways of thinking, new ways of doing. 
Creative tension is what transforms steel beams into a gravity defying suspension bridge. 
Continued stress transforms coal into diamonds. Unrelenting tension brought an end to legalized "Jim Crow" and birthed the Civil Rights Act. 

Although it takes time, stress has the power to changes things, change minds, even change hearts. 
Think of Cody and Jennifer Colson’s tragic loss of a precious little girl a little over a year ago.

But they had the courage to have another beautiful baby, Caidlyn Hope, whom we honor today.

A month after the 9/11 terrorist attack, Carl and I had the courage to fly to Costa Rica on a mission trip.

And we actually felt safer inCosta Rica, a beautiful country with no standing army,.

In this week's epistle text Paul is writing to the spiritually self-satisfied Corinthians. 
In this portion of his letter Paul sounds like he is addressing some concerns about whether Christ and a spouse can co-exist in one's life. Apparently some of the Corinthians felt they had now attained some high spiritual plateau that gave them superiority over those who continued to marry or remained married. 

But in today's text Paul redirects the discussion. 
He focuses on the eschatological tension that all must learn to live with if they would call themselves Christians. 

We must read closely and carefully if we are to follow Paul's argument. Paul has just finished defending the institution of marriage ("if you marry, you do not sin" verse 28). 
Then he declares a seemingly contradictory series of "as if not" corollaries: 

" . . . let even those who have wives be as though they had none, and those who mourn as though they were not mourning, and those who rejoice as though they were not rejoicing, and those who buy as though they had no possessions, and those who deal with the world as though they had no dealings with it (7:29-30)." 

The reason for all this "as if not" behavior is because the appointed time is short (verse 29). 
Christ's death and resurrection have released energies into the universe that will culminate in the passing away of the present form of this world (verse 31). 
This current age, this almost/but not yet existence in which Christians live their lives, is characterized by the tension between what is and what will be. 

We are Christ's: Yet we are still husbands and wives, brothers and sisters, parents and children, employers and employees. 

We are Christ's: saved by grace, redeemed by sacrifice, reborn by the Spirit. 
Yet we are still short-tempered, small-minded, self-absorbed, hard-hearted, stiff-necked, and slow to learn. 

Christians are always works in progress. 
Christians are always under construction. 
On any given day we can find Christians so holy they appear only a little lower than the angels and at the same time Christians who reaffirm our mud-and-spit-ball roots. 

One of the greatest examples of this in Christian history is the story of the friendship between two hymn-writers, John Newton and William Cowper (pronounced "Cooper"). 
Some of the most beloved hymns we love to sing were written by these two men. Newton wrote classics like "How Sweet the Name of Jesus Sounds" and "Glorious Things of Thee are Spoken." 
But he is most known for a song whose original title was "Faith's Review and Expectation." 
Who says titles aren't important? Do you think we'd be signing this song today if it had the original title "Faith's Review and Expectation?" What song am I talking about? 

That's right: "Amazing Grace." 

Many of Newton's hymns were commentaries on the weekly Bible lesson read in his church. T
he occasion for "Amazing Grace" was the Old Testament story of God's promise to David that he will head a dynasty, to which the former shepherd boy humbly responds, "Who am I, O Lord God, and what is my house that thou hast brought me thus far?" (2 Samuel 7:18; 1 Chronicles 17:16). 
Inspired by this passage, in 1770 Newton wrote these words: 

Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me. 
I once was lost, but now am found; Twas blind, but now I see. 

Some recent editions and renditions have changed "wretch" to "soul" or "jewel." 
I like what Elvis Presley did to update this song best: he changed "wretch" to "wreck," a word he said he knew well first-hand. 
But Newton liked that word "wretch." 
He used it in at least 10 other hymns. 

Cowper was born a preacher’s child, but went into law until the stress of the legal profession forced him out. 
He came back into Christianity, and prepared to follow in his father's footsteps. Cowper is perhaps best-known for his hymn, "There is a Fountain Filled with Blood." 
But my favorite Cowper hymn is "O for a Closer Walk With God." 
O for a closer walk with God, A calm and heavenly frame, A light to shine upon the road That leads me to the Lamb! 

Where is the blessedness I knew, When first I saw the Lord? Where is the soul refreshing view Of Jesus and His Word? 

What peaceful hours I once enjoyed! 
How sweet their memory still! 
But they have left an aching void The world can never fill. 

Return, O holy Dove, return, Sweet messenger of rest! 
I hate the sins that made Thee mourn And drove Thee from my breast. 

The dearest idol I have known, Whate'er that idol be, Help me to tear it from Thy throne, And worship only Thee. 

So shall my walk be close with God, Calm and serene my frame; So purer light shall mark the road That leads me to the Lamb. 

You find both Newton's and Cowper's hymns in one of the most famous hymnbook collaborations ever written, the collection that included "Amazing Grace" called Olney Hymns (1779). 
How they came to write this collection is one of the great stories of the faith, and one that sheds a searchlight on our theme this morning. 

Contrary to public perception, Newton did not leave the slave trade after his conversion to Christianity. 
He actually entered it. 
The notion that once Jesus comes into your life, you suddenly get everything right, is wrong. 
Sometimes the truth is a long fuse. 
It takes years, even decades, for the truth to sink in. 

A sailor since the age of 10 (his father was a sea-captain), Newton himself was forced into slavery for a year by a slave trader until he was rescued by a another slave trader and returned to England on the ship Greyhound, the ship on which he was converted to Christianity during a storm. 

Upon his return, Newton back to settle down. 
He got married and started a family. 
Newton needed quick cash to fund his family. He was under terrible financial stress. 
So in 1748, after his conversion, Newton started commanding slave ships. 
By 1755 Newton had made enough money to come ashore, but his conscience was still clear about his slave-trading profession. 

About this time Newton began telling the story of his conversion during the storm at sea to churches and revivals. 
He was a captivating preacher, and in 1764, at the age of 39, he was ordained a priest in the Church of England and put in charge of a church at Olney, a village of impoverished lacemakers about fifty miles north of London. 
While pastoring this church at Olney, Newton began to get convicted about slavery, and became a flaming abolitionist. 

It so happened that Newton's next-door neighbor was the poet William Cowper, who suffered severe depression (melancholia they called it back then). 
Everything stressed him out. 
Every sermon stressed him out. Every person stressed him out. 
Cowper was one of the most stressed out people who ever lived. 

To occupy his mind, and to give it some direction, Newton proposed that they write hymns for use in weekly services. 
Newton wrote about a hymn a week, which also stressed Cowper out (he couldn't keep up). 
But Newton handled the stress exactly the opposite of Cowper. 
The more stressed Newton became, the more he channeled the creative tension into hymn writing. 
The more stressed Cowper became, the more dysfunction and depressed he became. 

Newton even brought this wreck of a man into his home had tended to him, at one time experimenting with an early type of electric shock treatment that also attracted John Wesley. 
In the last poem Cowper ever wrote, 'The Castaway,' there are these dreadful lines: 

No voice divine the storm allay'd, No light propitious shone; When, snatched from all effectual aid, We perish'd, each alone . . . 

When his collaboration with Cowper was published under the title of Olney Hymns in 1779, it contained 348 hymns, 282 of them by Newton. In his preface to Olney Hymns, the collection that included "Amazing Grace," Newton wrote these words: 

"They should be Hymns, not Odes, if designed for public worship, and for the use of plain people. 
Simplicity, and ease should be chiefly attended to; and the imagery and coloring of poetry, if admitted at all, should be indulged very sparingly . . . The workings of the heart of man, and of the Spirit of God, are in general the same in all who are the subjects of grace." 

The secret of how to handle stress, the tension of being "in" the world but not "of" the world, is all in that phrase, "the workings of the heart. Newton trusted God in every workings of the heart. 
In fact, Newton trusted that God was in every workings of the heart. Even in insignificant events Newton trusted God's workings. 

For example, one day a lion came to Olney, probably as part of a traveling circus. 
When Newton looked at the animal, it was a s if he looked into a mirror and saw himself and his limitations. 
His description of the lion episode in a letter to a friend in 1778 speaks volumes: 

"Last week we had a lion in town. 
I went to see him. 
He was wonderfully tame, as familiar with his keeper, and as docile and obedient as a spaniel; yet the man told me he had his surly fits, when they dare not touch him. 
No looking glass could express my face more justly than this lion did my heart. 
I could trace every feature. 
As wild and fierce by nature, yea, much more so, but grace has in some way tamed me. 
I know and love my Keeper, and sometimes watch His looks that I may learn His will. 
But, oh! 
I have my surly fits, too seasons when I relapse into the savage again, as though I had forgotten all." 

Newton added, "I got a hymn out of this lion." (The story is told in in John Rousmaniere, After the Storm: True Stories of Disaster and Recovery at Sea (New York: International Marine, 2004), 259). 

Newton got a hymn or a sermon out of every lion in his life. 
Cowper couldn't get past the roar. 

Whatever the problem, whatever the stress, whatever the fiasco, God is present in the workings of the heart, working the heart to become more like Christ. 

At every moment in your life, there's a hymn, there's a revelation from God, there's something to be learned. 
At every moment in your life, God is speaking. 
Even in your most stressed out state. 
Especially in your most stressed out state. 

Are you getting hymns out of your lions? 

One only wishes that Cowper could have lived his own hymns. Another Cowper hymn, "Sometimes a Light Surprises," immediately surprises us with the familiar phrase "rises with healing in his wings:" 

Sometimes a light surprises the Christian while he sings; It is the Lord, Who rises with healing in His wings: When comforts are declining, He grants the soul again A season of clear shining, to cheer it after rain. 

In holy contemplation we sweetly then pursue The theme of God's salvation, and find it ever new. 
Set free from present sorrow, we cheerfully can say, Let the unknown tomorrow bring with it what it may. 

It can bring with it nothing but He will bear us through; Who gives the lilies clothing will clothe His people, too; Beneath the spreading heavens, no creature but is fed; And He Who feeds the ravens will give His children bread. 

Though vine nor fig tree neither their wonted fruit should bear, Though all the field should wither, nor flocks nor herds be there; Yet God the same abiding, His praise shall tune my voice, For while in Him confiding, I cannot but rejoice. 
When you are stressed by current economic times, rejoice in our hymns of the faith.
Amen.
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