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The Commitment begins, First Sunday after Epiphany, Jan 11, 2009, by Wylie Miller

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1
The Christian's secret weapon is much more than hocus-pocus; it is the Holy Spirit, the energy of God.


Our fascination with "secret weapons" runs strong. We remain convinced that some "secret weapon" will yet be developed that will put us in charge and keep us safe. Centuries ago people looked to magic for their "secret weapons." Amulets and incantations, special potions and rituals--all were humanity's "secret weapons" against the uncontrollable and uncontainable. Even the church was caught up in the power of mystical "secret weapons" against the perceived powers of darkness. Before the Reformers turned the altar around, the Mass was often understood as a big magic act. A remnant of this still resides in our language today. When a budding 8-year-old magician waves her plastic wand over a cardboard hat and declares "hocus-pocus," she is actually intoning an ancient sacred "secret weapon."     "Hocus-pocus" is a phrase derived from the Latin words the priest chanted as he raised the bread and wine into the incensed air. When the priest declared, "Hoc est corpus meum" ("This is my  body"), he celebrated the great mystery of Christ revealed in our world--when matter became spirit. The highest drama of the week was ushered in by uttering that secret sacred phrase that, when it echoed around the massive nooks and crannies of medieval cathedrals,  sounded more like "hocus-pocus" than hoc est corpus meum.


Back in 1904, a ten-year-old little girl named Virginia Cary Hudson wrote a series of school essays. The essays show us her childish and humorous, yet profound, understanding of the world around her especially the religious life in her small Southern town.  These are some of her thoughts on the sacraments: "Sacraments are what you do in Church.  What you do at home is something else.  Cooking and sewing and running the . . . sweeper and eating and sleeping and praying and scrubbing yourself are not sacraments.  When you are little and ugly somebody carries you in church on a pillow and you come out a child of God and an inheritor of the Kingdom of Heaven. They pour water on your head and that's a sacrament."
  I really like that!  "When you are little and ugly somebody carries you in church on a pillow, and you come out a child of God and an inheritor of the Kingdom of Heaven . . ."   That pretty much says it all, doesn't it?


The pre-Reformation church both had it wrong and had it right. It was right to recognize that the power of the Holy Spirit, the presence of the resurrected Christ here on earth, was the greatest protective power a Christian could invoke. It was wrong, however, when the church hierarchy tried to keep the gift of this presence a secret from the laity.


Mark's gospel presents this "secret weapon"--the gift of the Holy Spirit--in just the right way. In a loud, booming voice, to all who heard his gospel, Mark proclaimed--"Okay, now, this is a secret. Jesus is the Son of God, and he comes offering everyone who believes in him baptism in the Holy Spirit." Here was the gospel turned into gossip--a tale meant to be talked about, wondered over and finally graciously received.


When we receive Christian baptism, we all can lay claim to the most powerful secret weapon ever offered to creation--the power of God's love and grace. God's love is a transformative, transfiguring power so great that it has no comparison here on Earth. The world still doubts this power because part of its "secretive" nature is its outward appearance. Who would think that a Spirit described by the gospel writer and forever envisioned afterward by tradition as a "dove" would harbor such power?


But if we are so miraculously empowered, why does the church continue to come across like an insignificant weakling? Could it be because so few of us have taken this power, unleashed it, and released it into our lives? Even though we are baptized in the Spirit we are content to keep our secret weapon caged up--never letting the Spirit within us to test its wings in our world.


In order to let our "secret weapon" function, we need to begin to practice "power living." Just like bodybuilders and other serious athletes who commit a portion of every day to toning their muscles and strengthening their endurance, so Spirit-powered Christians must get into a daily regime to keep the power flowing. Power-living enables Christians to get "pumped up" with the Spirit.


Spiritual toning doesn't mean a visitation of some special "spiritual gift" every day of your life. What Spirit-powered living does involve, however, is a commitment to a three-step practice that helps keep the wings of the Spirit beating strongly in your soul.


The first step is daily alignment with God and the sacred: Sunday morning just isn't enough. Spirit-powered living requires that we intentionally seek out God every day. There is no chance that familiarity with sacred ground will make it seem mundane. In fact, just the opposite is true. The more we seek to encounter the divine in our daily lives, the more we will begin to recognize that God's  presence surrounds us and sustains us wherever we may be.


The second is daily self-scrutiny and self-reflection. Everyone who has ever tried to tone a few muscles knows that isometric exercises--those that push our own muscles against each other--are the ones that build both tremendous strength and elasticity. Spirit-powered living turns the power of the Spirit inward as well as outward, creating deep reserves of energy and limitless wells of peace.  Scrutinizing the motives and intentions behind all our actions and words enables us to let the Spirit of Christ within inform our every move. Gradually we build confidence in our own reactions and resources.


The third is daily embodiment: This is Spirit-powered living in action. Christians must have both daily practices and daily games. The Spirit that God lets free within our souls needs to be set free in the world in order for its power to be fulfilled. But the strength of a Spirit-powered Christian isn't in a form recognizable to the secular world. The strength of the Spirit is in service.


We are God's people, touched by the Spirit to ... think more clearly, feel more deeply, speak more truthfully, love more extravagantly, serve more creatively, give more lavishly, and live more fully. The journey that Jesus demonstrated at this baptism is the journey of salvation.  We join that journey through our own  baptisms. In the Baptismal Rite, especially in the portions found on pages 302-303 of the Book of Common Prayer, we are first called to repentance. Then the first three solemn questions of the rite ask us to: "renounce Satan and all the spiritual forces of wickedness that rebel against God...renounce the evil powers of this world which corrupt and destroy the creatures of God...renounce all sinful desires that draw you from the love of God." After this profound and solemn repentance the next three questions invite us to join with Jesus in the journey of salvation. "Do you turn to Jesus Christ and accept him as your Savior?  Do you put your whole trust in his grace and love? Do you promise to follow and obey him as your Lord?"  The repentant person being baptized answers, "I do."


Where are you with Christ?  What are you willing to give him; an hour on Sundays; a few dollars now and then? Jesus wants more. He wants your heart. If we give him our heart, he will take it into his workshop and repair the breaks. Then he will give it back, strong and new. When Jesus was baptized he said, "I do," to God's purpose for him.  He came into our world expressly to bring salvation to the world.  When we say, "I do," to God in our baptisms, we join those who have joined themselves with Jesus in the journey of salvation.  If you have never said, "I do," to God, will you? If you have said, "I do," to God does your life show that you are making good that promise?  Amen.
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