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What’s Saving You Now?

Are you saved?  Why is that question almost always asked in such a way that reveals the questioner’s opinion is that no, we are not saved.  
Are you saved?  It’s a question that conjures all sorts of images – most of them negative: tele-evangelists who wear lots of jewelry and speak in a slight southern accent, even if they are from New Jersey; the folks who go door to door with tracts inviting us to know Jesus as our personal Lord and Savior – but we will only truly know Jesus if we go to their particular church; street corner preachers in Chicago who stand on a turned over plastic crate and use a bull horn as a microphone.  We’re not really sure whether or not to admire the audacity of their faith or cringe at what we wonder is some kind of mental pathology.  
Though it makes us uncomfortable, the question, “are you saved?” is a legitimate one for those who participate in a church.  After all, one of the fundamental affirmations of the Christian faith is, “Jesus saves.”  
Traditionally, we think of salvation as God’s forgiveness of our sins so that we might go to heaven.  It’s basically a legal transaction in which we were once guilty and now are not.  We once deserved punishment and now have received a pardon.  But salvation is a deeper, more complex idea, both biblically and throughout Christian history.  In our text this morning, the word used in the climatic point in the story where Jesus declares the man healed is the word “sozo” which also means saved.  That same word is used four times in the section of Mark that this story concludes:  Twice in Mark 8:35:  For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it.  In Mark 10:25, after Jesus has said the painfully famous words, “It’s easier for a camel to squeeze through the eye of a needle than for a rich person to enter God’s kingdom,” Mark writes:  They [the disciples] were greatly astounded and said to one another, "Then who can be saved?" (10:25) Then finally in this story:  “Jesus said to him, "Go; your faith has made you well." Immediately he regained his sight and followed him on the way.”
Your faith has made you well, your faith has healed you.  Your faith has saved you.

This isn’t some new-fangled way of understanding faith created to placate our 21st century sensibilities.  It’s ancient.  Even our founder, John Wesley, who was as uptight as they come, embraced this idea.  Certainly Wesley understood salvation as a judicial transaction.  Like most of his contemporaries, he spoke of the forgiveness of sins.  He also understood salvation as the transforming influence of God’s love, present and active in human life.  Rather than a moment in time in which the legal status or state of the one being saved was changed, he understood salvation to be about the growth, development and maturing of one’s relationship with God so that we might be whole.  (Runyon, A New Creation, p. 29)  


In her book An Altar in the World, Barbara Brown Taylor wrote:  “Many years ago now, a wise old priest invited me to come speak at his church in Alabama. “What do you want me to talk about,” I asked him.  “Come tell us what is saving your life now,” he answered.  It was as if he had swept his arm across a dusty table and brushed all the formal china to the ground.  I did not have to try to say correct things that were true for everyone.  I did not have to use theological language that conformed to the historical teachings of the church.  All I had to do was figure out what my life depended on.  All I had to do was figure out how I stayed as close to that reality as I could, and then find some way to talk about it that helped my listeners figure out those same things for themselves.


“The answers I gave all those years ago are not the same answers I would give today – that is the beauty of the question – but the principle is the same.”
What’s saving you now?  The question then, isn’t have you been saved but are you being saved?  It isn’t a question only of being released from guilt, washed of a stain of sin, but what makes you whole?  What heals your soul?  
The healing, of course, depends on the disease.  What will make us whole depends on the brokenness.  Albert Outler, last century’s foremost Welsey scholar, says that the renewal of the image of God is “the axial theme of Wesley’s doctrine of salvation.” (Runyon, p. 8)    
A book on Wesley’s theology states: “Salvation is the forgiveness of sinful humanity and the restoration of the divine image, the reconciliation of all things to God, the healing of the whole creation, and the consummation of God’s reign of compassion, justice, generosity, and joy in Jesus Christ.  Salvation encompasses the individual human heart, motivations, and actions; the complex and intricate fabric of human community; and the mysterious, expansive, and often terrifying natural order.” (Grace to Lead, p. 26)

 What’s at stake is renewing the image of God in individuals and the world.  So “what is necessary, is not just good intentions and encouragement, not just sterling examples and willpower, but transformation—a new birth and recreation…the reintroduction of divine love, justice, mercy, and truth.”   A less thorough solution will not suffice.  “Know your disease!  Know your cure!” was the dictum Wesley employed.  And this required first a realistic diagnosis.”  (Runyon, p. 22)
If what you need is a break from a stressful job, then a game of golf and a glass of wine will do the trick.  But if what really ails you is that you bought hook, line, and sinker the idea that you are what you earn and what you have, and now that philosophy isn’t giving you life but sucking the life out of you then a deeper change is necessary.
If you worry most about your kids getting into a good college and getting a good job and making more money than you do, then the solution really is being sure they get good grades and are involved every single extracurricular activity.  But if what you ultimately worry about is your children recognizing the image of God in themselves and in others, and you recognize how difficult that is, then what will save them is something other than one more scheduled event.   It means shaping their character and worldview so that they live out of God’s love for them and for the world.
If you are bored at work, then a new responsibility might ease your suffering. But if your whole life is lacking in meaning and purpose and you fear you’ll spend your time on earth just taking up space without doing anything that will last, then spending time listening to God, knowing God, so that you can put yourself in the flow of God’s love at work in the world, discovering God’s call on your life through drawing closer to the divine is necessary.  
To know what’s saving you, the first question you have to be able to answer is what do you need saving from?  That was what Jesus asked Bartimaeus on that road from Jericho.  What do you want me to do for you?  Jesus asks.  This may seem strange.  Isn’t his need obvious?  But perhaps Jesus knows that in asking for what he most needs, Bartimaeus will be on the way to full healing.  To answer we say, in effect, “I do not have all I want.  I need something more.  Something I cannot get on my own.”  Bartimaeus is acutely, even painfully aware of his need.  Oh, he is ready when Jesus asks, “What do you want me to do for you?”  And maybe in some sense this is the difference between him and the rich man whose story is told earlier in Mark.  He is the one who comes to Jesus seeking eternal life.  Jesus tells him to keep the commandments, to love God with his whole self and his neighbor as himself.  After he assures Jesus that he has indeed done this, Jesus says, “Sell all you have and give the money to the poor.  And then, follow me.”  The rich man was shocked and goes away fro he was very rich.
Bartimeaus is able to throw down his cloak—all that he has—because he is acutely aware ofhis own need.  This rich man is unable to give away all that the has because all of his stuff masks his need.  Bartimeaus is vulnerable and so open to receiving Jesus’ mercy and call.  The rich man believes in his own abilities and walks away grieving. 
In Frederick Buechner’s book Wishful Thinking; A Seeker’s ABC Buechner writes of Salvation:  “It is an experience first and a doctrine second.” He says in salvation two things happen: 1. you lose yourself and 2. you find that you are more fully yourself.  He gives as analogy the experience of love:  “When you love somebody, it is no longer yourself who is the center of you own universe.  It is the one you love who is.  You forget yourself.  You deny yourself.  You give of yourself, so that by all the rules of arithmetical logic there should be less of yourself than there was to start with.  Only by a curious paradox there is more.  You feel that at last you really are yourself.
“The experience of salvation involves the same paradox.  Jesus put it like this:  “He loses his life for my sake will find it” (Matthew 10:39)

“You give up your old self-seeking self for somebody you love and thereby become yourself at last.  You must die with Christ so that you can rise with him, Paul says.  It is what baptism is all about.

You do not love God so that, tit for tat, he will then save you.  To love God is to be saved.  To love anybody is a significant step along the way.”

What is saving you?  
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