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Last Sunday I began this series of sermons looking at the real and the artificial. How do we know 

the difference? What are the perils and possibilities that they present?  

The Iowa State Fair, which is indeed, as the song says, the best state fair in our state, wraps up 

today. So, I’ll use the occasion to tell a brief “fair” story from my youth.  

When I was growing up in another state, in another century, each summer I would spend several 

days at the Heart of Illinois Fair, which was the best fair in my hometown of Peoria. One year there 

was an exhibit on the midway. The words about it kept blasting from loudspeaker and—for better 

or worse—embedded themselves in my young mind so that I can still hear them today.  

“The Crown Jewels!” the enticing announcement began, getting fairgoers’ attention so that they 

would pay good money to see these items—although when you think about it, a dusty fairground 

seemed an improbable setting for such celebrated and expensive luxury.  

“The Crown Jewels…” The announcement continued. “Authentic replicas,” it clarified.  

I don’t think the Queen would have been pleased. Even at our young age, my friends and I 

laughed. We knew the difference between the real and the artificial. Any jewels on display at a fair 

were going to be replicas—even if they were authentic replicas.  

I saved my money for more cotton candy and another trip on the roller coaster. 

Replicas of the real thing abound. So, we would do well to take the advice of First Timothy as it 

encourages us: “Take hold of the life that is really life.”  

What is this “real life?” How do we make sure that the life we are living is the real thing rather 

than an “authentic replica?” And how are we to grasp onto it?  

These are good questions at any time, but they seem especially appropriate today as we stand on 

the brink of a new school year and a new program year here at Congregational UCC. As the 

summer winds down, it seems fitting to make sure that the life we are living is really life. 

On first hearing, those words at the end of First Timothy don’t give us much help.  

When Paul exhorts: “Take hold of the life that is really life,” he doesn’t follow up by saying: 

“And let me tell you what I mean by that.” No, it’s simply: “Take hold of that life,” as if we all 

know what he’s talking about. 

And to my dismay, biblical scholars commenting on this text don’t offer any further clarity. They 

discuss wealth and riches at some length. But they leave “real life” unexamined—again, as if we 

would all just know what that is. 

It does help, I think, to back up a little. As this letter ends, Paul returns to writing about wealth 

and those who are rich. He issues a lot of warnings about the dangers of wealth. And then, in the 
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middle of all of this we hear about the “God who richly provides us with everything for our 

enjoyment.”  

I wasn’t expecting that. A lot of people don’t expect Paul to talk about enjoyment. But this is a 

good place to start. We need to hear about enjoyment in these days—or at least I need to hear 

about enjoyment. We have lived through some grim times in recent years—and, really, we are 

still living through those grim times. It has been said that cruelty seems to be the point of many 

policies of our government in these days. A toxic seriousness pervades our lives and our nation. 

Because of this, it is good to call to mind and keep in mind the goodness that also surrounds us. 

When we are able, let us rejoice and be glad. Even if we are not certain about the goodness that 

surrounds us, let us by faith find ways to take delight in these days. Since, as the scripture lesson 

suggests, God “richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment,” it seems good for our 

mental and spiritual well-being to look for enjoyment where we can. 

Here’s the thing: we’ve grown adept at seeing pain as an opportunity to learn. And, yes, the 

understanding of the potential productivity of struggle and pain is a major insight. Struggle and 

pain are not all waste and loss. No one is born knowing this and this epiphany can be so strong 

that people tend to stay with it. 

But we can also learn by the careful observation of our own delight—of the ways in which 

enjoyment has the capacity to energize and strengthen us. 

When considering the life that is really life, we can start with our own enjoyment. The ability to 

take delight in something is one sign of authenticity.  

Yes, throughout First Timothy we hear warnings about the perils of wealth. But these warnings 

do not come with the admonition to sell what you have and give the money to the poor—as Jesus 

advised one rich person, but not all people.  

Instead, we who have are urged to do two things: 

First, we are called to consider where our confidence lies. Our confidence is not in wealth but in 

the God who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment. Through our enjoyment we 

participate in the abundance that God makes possible. 

Second, we are to use what we have—to do good, indeed to be rich in good works, which is a 

different metric for measuring our wealth, isn’t it? We are to be rich in what we do, to be 

generous and ready to share. 

Recall that some of the greatest proponents of artificial intelligence are vastly rich men who 

have little use for charitable giving or generosity—only a hoarding of wealth that suggests a life 

that is, well, an authentic replica of the real thing. 

And so, we come back to “real life.” To take hold of it, we have to let go. We have to let go of all 

that we would hoard. 

Life that is really life that grows out of joy—deeper than the good times and the bad times that 

we live through, stronger than our best attempts and worst failings—a joy that lifts us when we 

cannot lift ourselves, a peace that grasps us and returns us to the world renewed and restored. 
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And life that is really life is relational—it connects us with family and friends, with those we 

know and those we don’t know as we are rich in good works, generous and ready to share. It 

keeps us connected in times of happiness as well as in times of difficulty when the way forward 

is anything but clear. 

This is the authentic life that is given to us by the God who richly provides us with everything 

for our enjoyment. 

Keep the joy and the relational quality of real life as we turn for a few minutes to those words of 

Moses to the Hebrew people before he died, before they entered the Promised Land without him.  

The people listened as Moses laid out what it meant for them to love God with their heart, mind, and 

soul. The Book of Deuteronomy tells us that such a life would include “canceling the debts of the 

poor, pushing the government to guard against excessive wealth, limiting punishment to protect 

human dignity, restricting those who can be drafted, offering hospitality to runaway slaves, paying 

employees fairly, and leaving part of the harvest for those who need it.”i 

As Moses nears the end of his sermon and the end of his life, with all this in mind, he gives the 

people a choice: “See, I have set before you today life and prosperity, death and adversity…I call 

heaven and earth to witness against you today that I have set before you life and death, blessings 

and curses. Choose life so that you and your descendants may life, loving the Lord your God, 

obeying God, and holding fast to God, for that means life to you and length of days.” 

To take hold of the life that is really life is to make a choice.  

This is to say that we can love God with all our being; we can give to the poor; we can continue the 

struggle for justice; we can care for the hurting; we can feed the hungry. 

The list, of course, goes on. One person reflecting on Moses’ call to choose life suggests that such a 

choice involves a myriad of sacred possibilities: Enjoy simple things. Laugh often, long, and loud. 

Cry when it is time to cry. Be patient with your own imperfections and the imperfections of others. 

Surround yourself with what you love—whether it is family, friends, pets, music, nature, or silence. 

Quit doing what is not worth your time. Do something so someone else will not have to. Stop 

arguing. Apologize to someone, even if it is mostly his fault. Forgive someone, even if she doesn’t 

deserve it. Have patience. Stop having patience when it is time to tell the truth. Figure out what you 

hope for and live with that hope. Live in the joy beneath it all. Let God make your life wonderful.ii 

You get the sense.  

Real life is relational—connected to other real people. 

Take hold of the life that is really life. 

Yes, all of our choices will be flawed. None of our decisions will be perfect. There will be 

uncounted costs, unconsidered consequences. 

That's good news, really, because it means we can expect wrong choices rather than be surprised by 

them. And there’s no need to cover up our mistaken decisions. They, too, are a part of life. 

Major decisions are opportunities for major mistakes. 

Once again, we stand looking over the water toward the promised land of the year ahead.  
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Once again, this day, we are offered: 

Blessing or curse. 

Prosperity or adversity. 

Life or death. 

Once again, we are invited to choose. 

This day—each day—we are invited to take hold of real life, to put our hope, not in the 

uncertainty of riches but in the God who richly provides.  

This congregation has an abundance of resources: skills, energy, and, let’s be honest, wealth that 

would be the envy of most congregations in this country. With our congregational and personal 

wealth, God gives us ears to hear those ancient words of I Timothy as a call to our own lives: Do 

good, be rich in good works, generous, and ready to share. We are called out of our petty 

concerns, to focus on what really matters as we live before God each day. 

This is certainly one of the best Sundays of the year. The campus, the whole community is ready 

to get going. It is a time to celebrate. And we know that what happens here in this Sunday 

morning hour can give shape to the rest of the week—and if we engage in worship on a regular 

basis, it will shape not only the semester, it will shape our lives, giving them a deep meaning and 

purpose—a reality—that they would not have otherwise. 

What a day, then, to be given the privilege and the burden of preaching, of bringing a message of 

challenge and comfort to all of you.  

Friends, there is work to be done in our hearts and out in the world. There is great and 

challenging work to be done in this town and in this nation and around the globe. God will 

provide richly as we make the choice for blessing and for life and take up the task of rebuilding 

our nation and this world. 

Choose life, that you and your descendants might live. 

Let us take hold of the life that really is life. 

 

 

 

 
 

i Brett Younger, Feasting on the Word, Year A, Vol. 4, pg. 341. 
ii ibid., pg. 343. 


