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GOTTA, GOTTA, GOTTA

A little boy stands watching two men work, both using the same materials and

following the same steps in cycles.  Going over to one man, the boy asks him, “What are you

doing?”  Without looking at him, the man grunts, “I’m laying bricks.”  Moving to the other

man, the little boy asks the same question, “What are you doing?”  The man turns to him,

smiles, and replies, “I’m building a church.”

Is life more than a daily “to do” list and escape into entertainment or recreation when

the list is either completed or set aside for tomorrow?  Is there purpose to the day, or is a day

just something to get through and get done?  

In Greek mythology, Sisyphus is the man condemned to the toil of rolling a large rock

up a hill—every day the same rock, the same hill, the same struggle, and the same outcome. 

Just as he gets the rock almost to the top, one final push from resting it on the summit, his

strength fails, and the rock rolls back down to the bottom of the hill to await him the next

day.  In his attempt to rebel against what he found to be life’s absurd lack of meaning and

outward purpose, the existentialist writer Albert Camus ends his essay, “The Myth of

Sisyphus,” famously by declaring that the struggle itself is enough to fill the human heart and

so, he concludes, “One must imagine Sisyphus happy.”

We have presented our pledging campaign for financial support of our life and

ministry as a church in the year 2010 with the theme of going forward together in faith and

hope.  Faith in Jesus Christ and so in the God whose redeeming love he brings to us in person

declares to the world that life has meaning and worth.  In concert with this belief, our hope

in Christ declares that living the life we are given has purpose and can keep finding direction

forward.  

By our affirmations of faith and hope, we contradict Camus, who found himself living

in a world without God and without supreme rules, direction, or purpose, but rather than

surrender to the void, chose to stand rebelliously in affirmation of life, whether it had any

meaning beyond itself or not.  Yes, our gospel of hope and salvation does contradict Camus,

but we must not dismiss him with a pious sniff.  We know Sisyphus.  We pass him on the

street every day and sometimes find him looking back at us from the mirror.  In the myth,
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Sisyphus has only one thing on his “to do” list: roll the rock.  We have many, many things

on our “to do” lists, and so perhaps pretend the number makes the difference.  I’ve gotta do

this, and I’ve gotta do that.  My mind starts naming the gottas before my first cup of coffee,

and sometimes I awaken in the night because the gottas have hijacked my dreams.  If I were

speaking only for myself, “gotta, gotta, gotta” would not be worth mentioning in a sermon,

but I know I am not speaking only for myself.  The tyranny of the “to do” list is well known

to us and is one significant reason more people are not here or in any other church to worship

God on a Sunday morning.  Monday through Friday are consumed by the job or spent looking

for one.  Saturday is the major home-and-family-list day with errands enough to chew it up:

gotta run here, gotta run there.  That leaves Sunday for family and self.  In its own ironic

way, our newly secularized world has returned Sunday to being a sort of day of rest for many

people.

There is a song that says, “The eagle flies on Friday.  Saturday we go out to play.” 

No, Saturday we go out to buy food and run errands or cut the grass or rake the leaves or

deliver the kids to the next game or buy the birthday card we should have sent Thursday or

do any other of the seemingly endless Saturday gottas.  So, except for peculiar people like

ministers, Sunday is the closest we get to a gotta-free day.

Until we acknowledge with understanding and compassion rather than scorn the

Sisyphus-fear in other people and ourselves—the fear that life doesn’t really mean

anything—we can talk about faith and hope, but all many people will hear is, “You gotta, or

God will get ya.”  If we dismiss the quiet distress of people going through the motions

without much hope, people will dismiss us, the church, with the increasingly popular retort,

“I’m not religious, but I’m spiritual.”  Don’t ask what that means—“I’m spiritual”—because

it’s not open to judgment by the religious, which I believe is its primary purpose: to close the

door on judgment by the religious.  Being spiritual no doubt has many different meanings to

different people.  Some have been hurt by religion; others merely bored by it (and, perhaps,

too easily bored).  Some are seeking faith, community, and meaning in their own ways;

others are avoiding any kind of  commitment and disciplined life and thought.

Why am I not talking about pledges?  This is, after all, Stewardship Dedication

Sunday.  When the New Testament talks about stewardship, it speaks of us as stewards of

God’s grace and of the mysteries of God.  We are not here to preserve a set of religious

forms.  As Jesus said of the Sabbath, so also the church exists for people, not people for the

church.  If we are going to say anything significant about hope to people trying not to be

Sisyphus, we had better first put our own shoulder to the rock until we know both their

frustration at the meaninglessness of their days and the rebellion of their spirit against

surrender to the void.  “It’s my life.  It’s now or never.  I ain’t gonna live forever.  I just want

to live while I’m alive.”  Bon Jovi sang it.  It speaks for people who refuse to give up even
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when they keep getting kicked down by the blind selfishness of people a little higher up the

hill or blocked by the freeze on courage this current recession maintains.  I supposed we lived

too long for short-term gratifications and are now having great difficulty investing in slower

gains, and so we sit, afraid to move.

If there seems a slightly angry undertone in this sermon, it is only because I have let

myself look at and in some measure feel the weight of the rock we have given the current

generation of younger adults.  Some days, there doesn’t even seem to be a path up the hill.

Having said that, I can talk about our stewardship of the grace and mysteries of God. 

Christ calls us to be his church, not preserve it intact.  Because it exists for humanity, the

church must never preserve itself as though set in concrete.  The Son of God became a

human being, not a “reverend” anything.  Jesus has given us the promise of a new humanity

crafted by God’s redemptive love, and he promises us God’s caring and sustaining presence

as we live the hope of that promise.  He didn’t come to live with the people as one of them

so we could stand apart and judge them.  We have hope because we trust him.  Faith and

hope support each other and rely upon each other, but like the manna given to the Israelites

in the wilderness, neither faith nor hope can be stored but must be gathered again each day. 

Stored manna rotted and got wormy.  The same is true of faith and hope.

We present our pledges with thanksgiving to God who will not walk away from

humanity, leaving us to push the rock until we give up.  We find the strength to keep caring

because God will not stop caring.  We welcome people because Christ welcomes us without

an entrance exam, which we would fail.  We meet his eyes in each other’s.  Sure, we would

like to be Prometheus, mythology’s Titan who storms heaven and steals fire from the gods

to give to mortals, but we are not Promethean.  Neither, however, are we Sisyphus.  Life has

meaning.  Jesus invites us to seek it together and promises that if we keep seeking, we will

find it.  The door will be opened.  The gift will be given if we keep asking.  God has not

forgotten us.  So, we pledge ourselves and our resources to being a congregation, a gathered

community of Christ’s church for one more year, for the sake of this world God loves so

much.  One year at a time, we pledge to go forward together in faith and hope, rejoicing with

those who rejoice, and mourning with those who grieve.  We welcome those who suspect

they may not be welcomed because Christ has welcomed us and because we need people who

want to seek life and meaning with us.  Sharing the grace, the life, the vitality, and the

unending questions of living, we go forward together. 

Gotta move on.  Gotta keep going.  Gotta, gotta, gotta.  Stop.  God really does love

us.  Really does, and won’t quit, and God’s name is not Gotta.  We have been shown the

pearl of greatest value, and nobody can take it from us.  But we’ll move closer to it only as

we share life and hope.  Amen.
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