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When I was growing up in Minnesota I sometimes went to a very small Baptist church in St. Paul where my grandfather served as the pastor.  I was too young to understand much of what my grandfather was saying, but I couldn’t help but notice how often the people around me, most of whom were my grandfather’s age, would say “Amen” while my grandfather was preaching.  It seemed like every time Grandpa would say something these people really liked, they would all say out loud, “Amen.”  And if Grandpa said something they thought was especially profound, they would use the “double amen,” in which you not only say amen twice, but you say it with a great deal of emphasis.
I have never been much of an “amener” myself.  I am too reserved, too Norwegian, to express my inner feelings so vocally.  But once in awhile I will find the urge to give an “amen” welling up inside me at the strangest times.  For example, it happened a little while ago not while I was listening to a sermon or reading a book; it happened when I saw someone at the mall wearing a t-shirt.  When I saw this t-shirt, I couldn’t help myself – I just had to give it an “amen.”  You’ve probably seen this t-shirt yourself; it’s been around for a few years now.  The shirt simply says this: “Go Hard or Go Home!”

And here’s why I like that saying so much; here’s why it prompted an “amen” from my otherwise stoic soul.  It reminds me that to live a live a life that really matters, I need to go hard.  I need to live with passion.  I need to live wholeheartedly.
“Now wait a minute,” you might be thinking.  “The title of this series is ‘Don’t Sweat The Small Stuff.’  What you’re talking about sounds, well, kind of sweaty.  I mean, if you’re going to ‘go hard’ and ‘live with passion’ and all that stuff, aren’t you going to sweat?  I thought the point was to not sweat?’’  OK, fair question – here’s my answer.
No, the point of life is not to avoid sweating.  Oh, author Richard Carlson, who wrote the now classic book “Don’t Sweat The Small Stuff,” is right when he tells us that we sweat over too many things that in the long run are completely unimportant.  We sweat about traffic.  We sweat over what gift to bring to the surprise birthday party.  We sweat about how green our grass is.  We sweat about how our hair looks or how our thighs look or how we look in blue.  We sweat about whether our kids are smarter or faster than other kids.  We sweat about taking a vacation – when we can take it, where we will go, and how we’ll pay for it.

Last Sunday we learned that Jesus agrees with Carlson’s wise advice – don’t sweat the small stuff.  Don’t lose sleep over things that are out of your control.  Don’t lose friends over issues that are ultimately trivial.  Don’t waste your energy fretting and fuming about things that aren’t that important.  Don’t sweat the small stuff.
But according to the Bible, it’s not all small stuff.  There are certain things worth sweating over.  There are certain things in life that really do matter.  Our goal in this series is to discover what really matters in life.  More importantly, we don’t just want to know what matters; we want to learn how to live a life that really matters.  And to do that we are going to continue this week to examine the life of a person who truly lived a life that matters – Jesus.  By his words Jesus taught us what really matters.  By his life Jesus showed us what really matters.  And by his death and resurrection Jesus made it possible for us to live lives that really matter.

And one of the things Jesus taught us about living a life that really matters, both by what he said and how he lived, is to go hard.  One of Jesus’ followers, a man named Paul, put it this way: “Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men.” (Colossians 3:23)  Break that verse down and what do you have?  Go hard.  Live with passion.
Since our topic is passion, we’re going to step back a few weeks in the church year to what we refer to in the church as “Passion Week,” the events of the last week of Jesus’ life.  You may or may not have realized this before, but Bible students tell us that nearly 40% of what is written about Jesus in the Gospels takes place in that one week; nearly 40% of the Gospels are about Passion Week.  The passion of Jesus is a big deal in the Bible, so if we want to learn how to live with passion it only makes sense to spend some time soaking in the details of the week we refer to as Passion Week.

Play Hard: Living With A Passion For Life
When you picture a person who goes hard, a person who lives with a real passion for life, what comes to your mind?  The first image that comes to my mind is a person who plays hard.  Do you remember how hard you played when you were growing up?  I remember coming home on a summer night back in Minnesota after a full day of playing with my friends, and my Mom would look at me and exclaim, “What in the world have you been doing?”  “I was just playing with my friends,” I would reply.  I didn’t understand why she seemed to be so upset.  But when I looked in the mirror I began to understand her reaction a little better.  My jeans were torn.  There was dried blood under my nose.  My hair was all sweaty and matted down – hat hair to the extreme.  There were layers of dirt covering my body and my clothes.  But the fact is that I didn’t look any different from any of my friends, because we had spent the day playing together and – like most kids growing up – we played hard.
And while this is a truth we might not expect to learn from Jesus, the reality is that this is very much a part of who Jesus is.  Jesus played hard.  Jesus lived with a wholehearted passion and zest for life.  In fact, one of the things that got Jesus in trouble with the religious authorities was how hard he played.
I know this sounds like a bit of a stretch; I know it sounds a bit undignified and unsanctified.  After all, we don’t have any written record of Jesus playing a rousing game of basketball, or sliding into second base with his spikes high, or snow boarding at breakneck speed down the slopes of Mt. Hermon.  And yet the Gospels are quite clear that one of the things that got Jesus into hot water with the Pharisees was that Jesus played hard.  Jesus lived with energy and enthusiasm and with a healthy appetite for life.

In fact, the Gospels tell us, Jesus played with such passion that the Pharisees accused him of being a glutton and a drunk.  Listen to these words as Jesus responds to the Pharisees’ criticism of him: “For John the Baptist came neither eating bread nor drinking wine, and you say, ‘He has a demon.’  [I] came eating and drinking, and you say, ‘Here is a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners.’” (Luke 7:33-34)  John the Baptist, it’s important to remember, was a prophet who had a well-deserved reputation for his austere lifestyle.  He lived alone in the wilderness, wore camel’s hair for clothes and existed on a diet of locusts.  And the Pharisees didn’t like him.  They accused John of having a demon.  By contrast, Jesus didn’t live out in the desert as a hermit eating locusts and bugs.  To the contrary, Jesus loved to be with people and he loved to go to their parties.  In a number of places in the Gospels we find Jesus mixing with people of very questionable reputation – the tax collectors, the prostitutes, the sinners – in their homes and at their parties, and it drove the Pharisees nuts.  They thought his lifestyle was totally inappropriate for a rabbi; they thought Jesus was a bad example for the people who followed him.
Now please don’t hear me to say that Jesus was a glutton or a drunkard; those accusations were most certainly not true.  The Bible is very clear that Jesus never sinned, that he lived a completely blameless life.  It’s just that the Pharisees accused Jesus of being a glutton and a drunkard because from their self-righteous perspective Jesus enjoyed life a little too much … way too much, quite frankly.  Jesus, they thought, played too hard.
There’s more evidence in the Gospels that Jesus played hard.  Here’s one of my favorite examples – do you remember what Jesus’ first recorded miracle was?  It’s described in John’s Gospel.  It happened at a wedding celebration.  Wedding parties in Jesus’ day were quite unlike anything we have today.  Our wedding parties last for a few hours, and then we send the happy couple off on their honeymoon while we stay back and finish the cake.  In Jesus’ day a wedding party lasted an entire week.  You probably remember the story.  Halfway through this party, the host of the party discovers that he has run out of wine.  This was an embarrassing moment for the host, and when she notices the embarrassment Jesus’ mother mentions it to Jesus.  So what does Jesus do?  He tells the help to fill up these six stone jars with 30 gallons of water each.  And after the jars are full of water, Jesus performs a miracle – he turns the water into wine.  Jesus’ first recorded miracle was not the healing of someone who was sick or the giving of sight to someone who was blind or the raising to life of someone who was dead; it was to produce 180 gallons of wine to keep a week-long party rolling along.  He didn’t do this so people could get drunk, by the way.  It was the ultimate disgrace for a Jewish person to get drunk, particularly at a wedding party.  But wine was one of the staples of this kind of party, so Jesus intervened to make sure everyone would continue to have a good time.  Yes, there is more of significance going on here than that.  The Old Testaments prophets tell us that one of the signs of the age of the Messiah would be, as Amos puts it, that “new wine will drip from the mountains and flow from all the hills.” (Amos 9:13)  So yes, this miracle is part of the evidence that Jesus is the long-awaited Messiah.  But Bible students are right to cite this event as evidence for this very important truth – Jesus played hard.
On a scale of one to ten, how much do you enjoy life?  Much of life is hard – I know that.  We have responsibilities, we have our careers, we have kids to care for, we have bills to pay, we have chores to do.  But God means for the people he created to enjoy life. God means for us to laugh and to celebrate and to dance.  And that is how Jesus lives his life, with great joy and passion and fun.  Do you remember what the Book of Hebrews says about Jesus?  It says that Jesus was “anointed with the oil of joy.”  (Hebrews 1:9)  Jesus played hard.  
It was the Sunday of Jesus’ last week before his crucifixion, the beginning of Passion Week.  Jesus knows this will be the week of his greatest suffering.  So what does he do?  Does he go into his room and pull the curtains shut and listen to Barry Manilow albums?  No.  He orchestrates a celebration.  He tells the disciples to go into Jerusalem and to get a colt he has arranged to have available for his use.  He then gets on the colt and rides into Jerusalem, which is very crowded at this particular time because it is the time of the Passover celebration.  As Jesus rides into the city the crowds gather around him and people begin to shout and to celebrate.  It is Palm Sunday, the triumphal entry of Jesus into Jerusalem, a time of celebration and joy.  And Jesus planned it.  He began the last and most dangerous days of his life with a celebration.  Jesus lived with a passion for life.  Jesus played hard.

Pray Hard: Living With A Passion For God
And Jesus prayed hard.  Jesus not only had a passion for life; he had a passion for his Father.  The day after the Triumphal Entry Jesus engages in some lively discussions with his disciples and with the Pharisees.  The Pharisees are now quite intent on finding a way to eliminate Jesus.  In Matthew 22:15 we read, “Then the Pharisees went out and laid plans to trap Jesus in his words.”  One of the ways they tried to trap Jesus was by asking Jesus which of all the Old Testament laws was the greatest of all.  The religious scholars of that day spent a great deal of time debating those kinds of issues, and they wanted to drag Jesus into this one and see whose side he would take.
Jesus didn’t take any sides.  Here is his reply:  “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.  This is the first and greatest commandment.” (Matthew 22:37-38)  The most important thing you can do with your life is to love God, to love God passionately.  The most important thing you can do with your life is not to build your own business, as significant an accomplishment as that might be.  The most important thing you can do with your life is not to become a professional athlete or to write a best-selling novel or to retire at the age of 35.  The most important thing you can do with your life is to love God with your whole heart.
Now some of us, particularly we guys, feel a little bit uncomfortable with the idea of loving passionately.  Passion is an emotional sort of thing.  Passion is something women are good at.  Real men keep their arms crossed and their emotions to themselves.  It isn’t cool to be overtly passionate.  In fact, even if we wanted to be passionate about God or anything else, we wouldn’t know how to do it.

But guys, let’s be honest.  The truth is that even we men know very well how to be passionate, and I’m not even talking about your natural passion for your wife.  I’ve watched Sharks’ playoff games with you, so I know you know how to be passionate.  I’ve heard you describe the new car you just bought and how good it smells, so I know you know how to be passionate.  God designed every one of us to be passionate.  There is no shame in being passionate; there is no shame in letting people see your passion.

And the Bible tells us this – the Bible tells us that we will never know real life until we have experienced a passionate love for God.  The cornerstone to a life that really matters is a wholehearted, intense, full-blown love for God.  God designed us and wired us to be fulfilled only when we are in love with him.
But how does that happen, we wonder?  How does a person develop a passion for God?  How do I learn to love God with all my heart, soul and mind?  Jesus knew.  He showed us what to do.  The way to cultivate a passion for God is to pray hard.
All throughout his earthly life Jesus spent large chunks of time praying to his Father.  Often he would go off by himself and spend an entire night in prayer.  It only makes sense, doesn’t it?  How else do you develop a relationship with a person except by talking with them?  That’s what prayer is, simply talking with God.  But it’s really more than just talking.  Prayer is giving your heart to God.  It’s pouring out your soul to God.
“Seinfeld” is still on TV most nights in syndication, and I’ll watch an old episode once in awhile.  In one episode Elaine developed a relationship with George’s girlfriend and it really bothered George.  George, Elaine, Jerry and Kramer were selfish and petty people, but they were friends; they shared everything with each other.  But part of the deal was that they wouldn’t share those things with anyone outside their group.  If someone had a secret to share, Elaine would tell them, “Don’t worry; I’m putting it in my vault.”  One day George is with his girlfriend and she mentions something to him about George that he considers to be private.  So George asks her, “How did you know that?”  And she responds, “Because Elaine opened up her vault for me.”
Elaine isn’t the only one with a vault; we all have a vault.  We all stick certain things about ourselves – certain thoughts, certain fears, certain dreams – into an invisible vault that we keep locked up from everyone else.  Do you know what it means to pray hard?  It means to open up your vault to God.  It means to come to God with all those thoughts and fears and dreams we tend to keep hidden from everyone else and let God know us as we really are.
It is the Thursday night of Passion Week.  Jesus has just celebrated the Passover meal with his disciples, and they are now in a place called the Garden of Gethsemane, just across the Kidron Valley from the walls of Jerusalem.  Jesus tells his disciples to stay behind for a few moments; he walks on ahead of them and falls to his knees.  Jesus has told his disciples that he is going to be arrested and crucified, but he never showed much emotion in discussing it.  But watch what happens when Jesus opens the vault to his Father:  “Jesus prayed, ‘Father, if you are willing, take this cup from me; yet not my will, but yours be done.’  An angel from heaven appeared to him and strengthened him.  And being in anguish, he prayed more earnestly, and his sweat was like drops of blood falling to the ground.” (Luke 22:41-44)  Don’t sweat the small stuff, Richard Carlson tells us.  But prayer clearly isn’t small stuff, because Jesus was not only sweating, he was sweating blood.  Jesus prayed hard.  Later in the Bible we read that Jesus “offered up prayers and petitions with loud cries and tears to the one who could save him from death.” (Hebrews 5:7)  When Jesus prayed, he prayed with all his heart and all his soul and all his mind.  
And that’s how we learn to love God with passion.  You can develop an admiration for God’s power and greatness by walking in the forest or climbing a mountain or sailing on the ocean.  You can develop an understanding of God by reading theology.  But God does not want our admiration.  God does not want our understanding.  God wants our love.  He wants to be loved with passion, just as he loves us.  And the best way to develop a passion for God is to pray hard, to open up the vault and give your heart and soul to God in prayer, just like Jesus did.

Love Hard: Living With A Passion For People
A mother was preparing pancakes for her two sons – Kevin, age 5, and Billy, age 3.  The boys began to argue over who would get the first pancake.  Their mother saw this as an opportunity for a moral lesson, so she said, “If Jesus were sitting here, he would say, ‘Let my brother have the first pancake.  I can wait.’”  At that point Kevin turned to Billy and said, “Billy, you be Jesus!”
We say we want to be just like Jesus, but there are times when the last thing we want to do is to be like Jesus.  We want Billy to be like Jesus.  And if ever we wanted Billy to be like Jesus, it is now, in these last hours of Jesus’ life.  When Jesus gets up off his knees in Gethsemane, the soldiers arrive to arrest him.  Eventually Jesus is brought to Pilate; Pilate can find no fault with Jesus, but Pilate is first and foremost a politician, and so for purely political reasons Pilate orders Jesus’ crucifixion.  Jesus is stripped, beaten and scourged.  He is taken to a hill called Golgotha, and there he is nailed to a cross and left to die.
Now Jesus lets us know something about all this – he lets us know that this was his choice.  He tells us that if he wanted to, all he had to do was say the word and legions of angels would have come to his rescue.  But he didn’t do that; he never gave the word.  Why?  Because of his passion.  And what was his passion?  You … you and me.  We are Jesus’ passion.  Jesus played hard and Jesus prayed hard, but Jesus also loved hard.  We can be hard to love sometimes, can’t we?  But that’s how Jesus loves us – Jesus loves hard.  He loves us with a passion.  And the Bible tells us that if we want to live a life that really matters, then we, too, need to love hard.

The recent earthquake in Italy reminds me of a story Max Lucado tells in one of his first books about a woman named Susanna and her four-year-old daughter Guyani.  Susanna and Guyani lived in Armenian Russia, on the fifth floor of a nine-story apartment building.  Susanna was trying on a new dress she had made when the building began to shake.  The worst earthquake in Russian history leveled that apartment building.  When she came to, Susanna found herself and her daughter in the basement of the building, trapped under piles of brick, mortar and pipes.  They cried out for help, but no one could hear them.  After struggling without success to get free, they tried to settle in and get as comfortable as they could.  But it was cold, and Guyani was thirsty.  “Mommy, please, I’m thirsty.  Can’t you give me something to drink?”  Susanna groped around and found a jar of jam.  She dipped her finger in the jam and gave it to Guyani to suck.  But after two days the jam was gone, and before their ordeal would be over Susanna and Guyani would be trapped in that wreckage for eight days.  Susanna tried to sleep, but over and over again she was awakened by Guyani’s cries of “Mommy, I’m thirsty.”  Susanna loved her daughter with all her heart, but what could she do?  Then it occurred to Susanna that she did have something she could give her daughter to drink.  Susanna felt around in the cold and the dark for something sharp.  She found some broken glass, took it in her hand, took a deep breath, and with one quick motion sliced open the tip of her index finger.  She reached over and gave her finger to Guyani to suck on.  For the next six days, over and over, Susanna cut her fingers in order to keep her little girl alive.  Susanna loved hard.  She loved with a passion.  And her love saved the life of her little girl.
Jesus loves you with a passion.  He would give anything to save you.  He wants to save you from your sin.  He wants to save you from hell.  He wants to save you from a life that is consumed with small stuff.  He wants to help you live a life that really matters, a life full of joy and purpose and significance, a life drenched in love.  He loves you so much he would give anything for you … even his blood.  Jesus loves hard.
What’s your passion?  For some of us, it’s sports.  For others, work is a passion.  For others, it’s a hobby.  Jesus has a passion.  It’s you.  You are the one who makes Jesus sweat; your life is not small stuff to Jesus.  And let’s not tell Billy to be like Jesus; you be like Jesus.  Play hard.  Pray hard.  Love hard.  That’s how to live a life that really matters.
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