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It was a defining moment in Jed’s life.  Jed was a poor mountaineer, barely kept his family fed.  Then one day he was shooting at some food and up through the ground came a bubbling crude … oil, that is, black gold, Texas tea.  Well, the first thing you know old Jed’s a millionaire.  Kinfolk said, “Jed, move away from there.”  They said, “Californy is the place you ought to be.”  So they loaded up the truck and moved to Beverly … Hills, that is.  Swimming pools; movie stars.
Those, of course, are the lyrics to “The Ballad of Jed Clampett,” the theme song to the old “Beverly Hillbillies” TV show, a show that ran from 1962 to 1971, a show based on the concept that the discovery of oil by a poor hillbilly would change the life of that hillbilly and his family forever.  That was, without a doubt, a defining moment for Jed Clampett and his family, a moment that changed their lives for the better.  

Of course, not all such moments turn out as well.  James Wilson Marshall had a defining moment way back in 1848.  Marshall was a carpenter and a sawmill operator in partnership with a man named John Sutter.  Marshall and Sutter had some land on the American River in the territory of California, which at that time was still in the possession of Mexico.  But on January 24, 1848 Marshall made a discovery that was a defining moment in our history – he discovered flecks of gold in the American River.  
When I read the story of Marshall’s discovery, I assumed it was a “Jed Clampett” moment; I assumed this discovery made Marshall a rich man.  It didn’t.  The first thing that happened is that all the workers he had hired to operate his sawmill quit their jobs to pan for gold.  Shortly after that the hordes of prospectors – what history calls the “49ers” – descended on and overran his land.  Marshall spent most of his life doing his best to eek out a living, and spent his last days on earth in relative poverty.

But the Gold Rush of 1849 was without doubt a defining moment for California.  Because of the Gold Rush, San Francisco grew from a tiny hamlet to a boomtown.  Roads were built, towns sprang up, and schools and churches were begun.  A system of laws and a government were created, leading to the admission of California as a state in 1850.  The business of agriculture, California’s next major growth industry, was born.  Best of all, our football team has a name – the San Francisco 49ers – and so do their cheerleaders, who are known as “The Gold Rush Girls.”  
Have you ever had a “defining moment?”  We’ve all had them.  It’s not always clear at the time that a choice we make or an experience we have is a defining moment, but in retrospect they stand out pretty clearly.  The day I met Brenda was a defining moment for me, a moment that changed the entire direction of my life.  But I didn’t know it then.  When I first met Brenda I was also meeting scores of other people at the same time, so afterwards I made some notes to help me remember people, notes about how old someone was or where they went to school or some tidbit about them that would help me remember their name the next time I saw them.  Here’s the note I made about the woman  I would someday marry: “Brenda – black hair.”  As some of you know, Brenda does not now and did not then have black hair.  The one thing I wrote down about her I got wrong.  I was quite unaware at the time of the significance of that encounter.  But today I can tell you with great clarity and conviction that it was a defining moment in my life.  

The Book of Genesis – the first book of the Bible – is filled with defining moments, those soul-shaping, destiny-changing times that continue to impact each of our lives even today.  We read Genesis not only because it’s history; we read it because it’s our history.  But more than a history lesson, Genesis teaches us how to handle our own defining moments wisely.  The men and women of Genesis – people like Adam and Eve, Noah, Abraham, Jacob and Joseph – have a great deal to teach us about how to handle the choices that change us forever with the care and courage they deserve.  
God’s Defining Moment
So let’s start with what the Bible tells us was the first defining moment in history – the moment when God decided to create our universe.  Genesis, the book of beginnings, begins with these words: “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” (Genesis 1:1)  I don’t know if these movies are around any more, but there used to be a series of kids’ videos called “The Land Before Time.”  Well let’s go to that land for a moment.  Let’s go back before Genesis 1:1, before the beginning.  Before the beginning all that existed was God.  There were no people, there was no earth, no sun, no universe – just God.  Now the Bible doesn’t tell us what God was thinking about nor what he was doing in the land before time, but I think we can make some reasonable inferences from what the Bible does tell us about God’s nature and his character.  And here’s the critical point to understand for this morning’s message to make sense – even though there was only God, God was not lonely and God was not bored.
So how do I know that?  Well let’s start with what we do know about God and see if we can connect the dots back to the land before time.  One thing we know is that God is perfect.  God is complete.  In other words, God doesn’t need anything.  God would be a very difficult person to shop for – what do you get for a God who doesn’t need anything?  God doesn’t need clothes, he doesn’t need to be entertained, he doesn’t need advice, and he doesn’t need companionship.  But how can we say that?  If only God exists, why wouldn’t God be lonely?  And the Bible’s answer for that is called the “Trinity.”  God, the Bible tells us, is three persons in one – God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit.  And while I will be very quick to acknowledge that the Trinity is a mystery that goes beyond our mental abilities, what we do know is that because God is a Trinity he can have companionship with himself.  Because God is a Trinity, God is, by definition, a community.  His “needs,” if we can call them that, for love and acceptance and connection are all met in himself.
There are certain ancient religions that postulated that their “gods” created because they were lonely and because they were bored.  These gods needed humans to serve them and to entertain them.  These gods needed humans to sacrifice to them and to worship them and to do their bidding.  And that’s what many people think about the God of the Bible.  We think of him as a needy God, a God who needs our affection, who needs us to sing praises to him, who needs us to give him money, who needs us to carry out his commands.  Why else would the Bible command us to worship God and to give our tithes to God and to obey God and to serve God if God didn’t need that from us?
And yet the Bible assures us that God is wholly self-sufficient.  He needs nothing from you or me or anyone else.  He did not need us in order to experience love.  He did not need us to give him anything or to do anything for him.

So here is the question:  If God didn’t need us, then why did he create us?  If God was complete and fulfilled in himself from eternity past, in that land before time, then why did God choose to create the heavens and the earth and why did he choose to create you and me in his image?   The first defining moment to impact you and me is that moment when God made the choice to create our universe and to populate it with human beings made in his image.  Without that moment, you and I don’t exist; without that moment, nothing around us exists.  It was a moment that changed everything.
  So what motivated God to do something he didn’t need to do?  What motivated him to go to the effort of creating a world for us and of giving life to us when he needed nothing from us?  Listen to these words of the Apostle John in a letter we refer to as 1 John and see if they don’t help us answer that question:
Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God.  Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God.  Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love.  This is how God showed his love among us; He sent his one and only Son into the world that we might live through him.  This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins.  Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another.  No one has ever seen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us and his love is made complete in us.   (1 John 4:7-12)  
God created you because the character and heart of God is love.  The first defining moment of our history is when God chose to love.  
And since we are created in God’s image, we understand that, at least to a degree.  By the way, before I explain what I mean by that, let me make sure we’re all together on what it means to be created in God’s image.  To be created in God’s image does not mean that we are exactly like God.  There are certain attributes of God that God could not or would not pass along to us.  For example, God, the Bible says, is a spirit; he doesn’t have a body.  God is infinite.  God is all powerful.  God is all knowing.  God can be everywhere at once.  God is eternal.  God did not pass those qualities along to us when he created us.  We have bodies.  We are finite; we have limitations.  We can only be one place at one time.  So while we were created in God’s image, we are not God and we will never be God, contrary to what our Mormon friends believe.  We are and always will be the creatures who were created by the Creator.  

But in other ways we are just like God.  Let me suggest one significant way we are just like God – we are just like God in that we have personality.  Granted, some have more of it than others, and for some it is more pleasant than others, but we all have it.  God is not a force, and neither are we.  God is a person, and so are we.  Just like God, we have a will.  We have desires. We have emotions; we laugh and we cry.  Just like God, we are able to communicate our thoughts and feelings.  Just like God we have the freedom to make choices.  And just like God – who chose love when he created us – we can choose to love, to be intimate, to be committed, to connect with others.
 So since God has created us in his image and passed on to us that capacity to choose love, we can understand to a degree the defining moment of Creation.  Think of it like this.  Why did you get your pet?  I’ve had my two Golden Retrievers for over nine years, and most every day I look at them and ask myself, “Why did I pay hundreds of dollars for the trouble of taking care of you?”  My dogs contribute virtually nothing to our home.  One thought was that they could protect us if someone broke into our home.  But the flaw in that thought is that I have trained them to be outdoor dogs, and the fact is that they really only listen to me.  Awhile ago Brenda and Stephanie were coming in the house from the garage and heard a loud noise inside that scared them.  They thought the wise thing to do would be to send the dogs in ahead to check things out.  Barney and Abby apparently thought this was a test, and they weren’t going to be fooled.  The master had taught them not to go into the house, so there was no way they were going into the house.  Brenda and Stephanie tried everything they could – they tried to pull them into the house; they tried to bribe them with treats.  Nothing doing.  By this time any intruders could have stripped our home bare, and our dogs would have done nothing to stop them.  In nine years Barney and Abby have demonstrated over and over again that they are good for nothing.  They are a drain on our family budget and on my limited energy.
And … I love them.  I walk them most every night, even when it’s raining and cold.  I feed them and give them treats.  I make special trips to the store to buy them their favorite bones.  I take them to the groomers and as a result breathe dog hair for the next month every time I get in my car.  I clean up their messes … their prodigiously large messes.  I vacuum the rug they sleep on.  I love them.  It’s pathetic.  And some of you are even more pathetic than me, because you have cats.

Why do we do it?  It’s in our nature.  We were created in the image of God, and just as love is in God’s nature, so it is in ours.

Our Desperate Need
But here is where we are very different from God.  God has never been lonely.  We have all been lonely.  A recent article in Discover Magazine calls loneliness “the dirty little secret of our outgoing, ‘people-person’ culture.”  It’s not someone else’s problem, but one that afflicts roughly 60 million Americans.  The article goes on to say that Americans now report having fewer friends than ever before.  Nearly 30 million of us live alone.  And nearly one-fourth of Americans say they have no one at all with whom to talk openly and intimately.  Ninety percent of men surveyed reported that they don’t have a single true friend.
So what does loneliness feel like?  No one needs to answer that for us; every one of us could write a dissertation on the subject.  But here are some descriptions of the malaise a clinical psychologist has gathered from her clients – a feeling of having no common bond with the people around you; feeling disconnected; feeling sad because no one has time to be with you; feeling uncomfortable being by yourself; feeling like there’s no one in your life who really cares about you; feeling like there’s no one who wants to be with you.  Does any of that sound familiar?
Mother Theresa, who spent most of her life caring for the poorest of the poor in the slums of India, once said this:  “The most terrible poverty is loneliness, and the feeling of being unloved.”  And oddly even some of the world’s most famous people suffer from loneliness; listen to what the late Albert Einstein once wrote:  “It is strange to be known so universally and yet to be so lonely.”  

We don’t have time this morning, but this afternoon take a few minutes and read the Creation accounts in Genesis 1 and 2, and notice what God says about what he has created at the end of each of the days of Creation.  Over and over again God steps back from his handiwork and says, “It is good.”  Do you remember the first time God ever says that something he created is “not good”?  We would think it would be when man sinned, but it’s actually before that, in Genesis 2:18:  “The Lord God said, ‘It is not good for the man to be alone.’”  And here is what is surprising about this proclamation.  At the time God says this about Adam, God and Adam are in perfect relationship with each other.  Their relationship has not yet been tainted in any way by sin.  God and Adam could not be closer.  And yet despite Adam’s intimacy with God, God looks at Adam and says, “Oh dear, this is not good.  It is not good for this man I love to be alone.”
When the God who needs nothing created us, he hard-wired us to need human companionship.  Yes, it is true that there is in our souls a God-shaped void that only our Creator can fill.  But it is also true that there is in our souls a person-shaped void that only other human beings can fill.  God does need anyone else in order to experience love and community, but we very much do.  

In the last ten years there have been all sorts of studies that show the negative effects of loneliness on physical health.  This year a study out of UCLA showed that loneliness – which has long been known to cause cardiovascular problems, viral infections and higher mortality rates – actually changes our bodies on a molecular level.  This study discovered 209 different sites in the genes of chronically lonely people that exhibit a pattern of elevated immune activation, inflammation and a depressed response to infection.  An earlier Harvard study showed that people with poor health habits (such as smoking, obesity and overuse of alcohol) but strong social ties lived significantly longer than people who had great health habits but were isolated.  In other words, it is healthier to eat apple fritters with your friends than to exercise by yourself.
OK, so what do we do about it?  What we do is to make a decision.  We need a defining moment, a moment very much like the defining moment of Creation.  We need to choose love.
The French have a proverb that says, “In love, there is always one who kisses and one who offers the cheek.”  Be the one who kisses.  Choose to love.  Choose to connect with people.  Decide to do whatever it takes to engage in the lives of the people around you.  And notice I didn’t say, “When you feel loving, choose to love.”  I didn’t say, “When you feel happy and hyper and hopeful, choose to love.”  What I’m saying is that we can choose to love simply because it is the right thing to do and because it is the healthy thing to do.  There are many things that are out of our control.  We can’t control the economy; we can’t simply “choose” prosperity.  We can’t control how other people act or think or feel.  We can do things that promote health, but most often the health of our bodies is something beyond our control.  But we can choose to love.
In his book “Seizing Your Divine Moment,” pastor and author Erwin McManus writes, “If there is one secret to seizing your divine moment, it is that you must take initiative … In the kingdom of God, victory comes the instant you refuse to simply watch life happen and you get in the game.”  Please don’t think that I am minimizing in any way how painful it feels to be lonely or how much loneliness saps your energy and desire.  But the good news is that you can choose to live differently.  You who have been created in the image of God have this in common with God – you can choose to love.  You can take the initiative.  You don’t have to wait around hoping someone kisses you on the cheek; you can be the one who gives the kiss.  You can be the one who makes the phone call, who sends the email, who writes the letter, who begins the conversation, who starts the small group, who invites people over for dinner, who says, “Hey, let’s go to the movies together.”  You can refuse to simply watch life happen; you can choose to get into the relational game, to connect with and engage with the people in your world.
In his book “Everybody’s Normal Til You Get To Know Them,” John Ortberg writes this tremendously insightful paragraph:

No matter how little money we have, no matter what rung we occupy on anybody’s corporate ladder, in the end what everybody discovers is that what matters is other people.  Human beings who give themselves to relational greatness – who have friends they laugh with, cry with, learn with, fight with, dance with, live and love and grow old and die with – these are the human beings who lead magnificent lives. 
Think how our lives would be different if each of us chose “relational greatness.”    Have you ever been inspired to become really good at something?  Maybe something sparked you to say to yourself, “This year I’m going to get really good at playing the guitar.”  Or, “This year I’m going to get in shape; I am going to do whatever it takes to tone up my body and get stronger.”  Maybe it was a hobby you wanted to develop some expertise in, or maybe it was something related to your work.  But you made the decision and then you dove in with both feet, and in time you made some significant progress.  Before too long people were saying to you, “How did you learn to do that?  How did you get so good at that?”  
So why not this year decide to pursue “relational greatness.”  Why not say, “I’m going to choose to love.  I am going to learn how to be a great friend.  I’m not going to sit and wait and watch life happen.  I’m going to learn how to take the initiative.  I’m going to take some relational risks and open myself up to people.  I’m going to love people whether they love me back or not.  I’m going to become an expert in the art of loving.”
Here’s one last quote from Erwin McManus in “Seizing Your Divine Moment.”  “At our worst,” he says, “good is only one decision away.”   Think about that for a second.  No matter how bad things might feel, no matter how hard things might be, good is only one decision away.  Your life can turn around in a moment.  And for some of us, I hope and pray, this will be that moment, a defining moment, when you make a choice that will change you forever, the choice to love.  In the land before time, our Creator chose love, and because he did you and I are here today.  And now it’s our turn to choose.  The Bible says it like this: “Be imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved children, and live a life of love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.”  (Ephesians 5:1-2)   This can be a defining moment for you.  Good is only one decision away.  Let’s commit to relational greatness; let’s lead magnificent lives.  Let’s choose to take the initiative.  Let’s choose to love.
PAGE  
2

