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One of the homes we used to have had a wonderful family room. It was a large

room lined with tongue-and-grooved pine and had a cathedral ceiling with large, dark beams. At the far end of the room was a large fireplace. From the moment I saw that room, I imagined a cold winter evening sitting in front of a great fire sipping hot chocolate. 

Unfortunately, that house was in Florida—the Sunshine State, the place where people from the East Coast go to escape the cold of winter.  So it was nearly three years before it got cold enough to build a fire. But on that night I took a little newspaper, a bit of kindling and some wood left by the former owners and created a lovely little fire. If I would have smoked a pipe, it would have been a Norman Rockwell-like moment.


But it was only a moment. After a few wonderful minutes gazing at the multi-colored flickers of flame, the blaze began to die. I took the poker and turned this log and then that one, and I huffed and puffed and blew new life into the fire. But a few minutes later, it was dwindling again. Rather than sipping coco, I spent much of the evening trying to turn glowing embers into glorious flames.

That experience could be a metaphor for much of life.  We often have grand plans that begin with a flurry of activity, a blaze of glory, only to become smoldering embers. Do you remember that job to which you had so looked forward?  Do you remember how you dove right in and planned to set the world aflame? What happened? The newness wore off, and the mind-numbing routine took over. Before long, your enthusiasm waned.


The same thing happens in marriages. We begin with deep love and passion for one another. We are filled with a joy and imagine it will always be that way. But then somewhere down the way—five, 10, maybe 20 years—many find that the fire has been reduced to warm embers.

The same could be said for many Christians in their journey with God.

In 1998, after surviving a terrible illness, Anne Rice, author of Interview with a Vampire, returned to the Roman Catholic tradition she had, in her own words, “violently and totally” abandoned when she was 18.  She heralded her return as life giving and said that in her moment of surrender she found profound comfort in the fact that God “knew how or why everything happened.”  She even consecrated her work to God, devoting herself to writing novels about Jesus.


But over time the fire within Rice began to die.  She grew more and more unhappy with the Roman tradition’s moral and social stands until she announced earlier this year that she was no longer a Christian or practicing Christianity.


One might dismiss Rice as an extreme example, but others have had similar experiences.


Dave had spent years searching for inner peace.  He changed jobs and then careers.  He took up various hobbies and even spent some time trying to drink himself into peace.  But eventually he took a loved one’s advice and turned to the Christian faith.  It was everything for which he had longed.  He jumped into the study of Scripture, attended the men’s meetings, and agreed to serve on the church board.  But just a few years later he was on the fringes of the church, rarely even coming to worship.  It wasn’t that he was upset with the preacher or had had his feelings hurt by someone in Sunday School.  What he had once found so exciting had become, in turn, routine, boring and finally unimportant.  Oh, if asked he would say he still believed in Jesus but he had no real fire for the faith.


Unfortunately, that happens to a lot of us, doesn’t it?  We begin our journey with excitement, ready to shine the light of Christ on everyone we meet.  But, in time, our enthusiasm fades. Worship, Sunday school, Christian Women's Fellowship, and business meetings become routine.  We find ourselves more and more engaged in the business of church and less and less afire for Christ and his work.  We begin to burn down, like the fire in my old fireplace.

But once that happens, what are we to do? How can we fan the flames of our Christian lives?  How can we stoke the embers within us?


The temptation is to offer a litany of Christian activities.  “Read the Bible more.”  “Spend more time in prayer.”  “Go on a Walk to Emmaus.”  “Join a Sunday School class.”  “Teach a Sunday School class.”


But for all the good such things might do our answer begins with something far more basic—and that is “remembering.”  When we remember what God has done for us, when we remember that moment in which we realized God had forgiven our sins and given us purpose, we cannot help but be renewed.  Suddenly we experience again the grace that saved us and the meaning Christ gave to our lives.


Timothy was, like many of us, reared in the faith.  His mother and grandmother instilled in him a passion for Christ and his work.  Later, when he was a young man, Timothy encountered the Apostle Paul, who took him under his wing, becoming his mentor and spiritual father.  Ultimately, Timothy felt called to follow in Paul’s footsteps, to share the news of God's grace and calling with others. But after a few short years Timothy was disillusioned, and it is not hard to imagine why.  Many of those he wanted to tell about Jesus didn't want to hear him.  Some rejected him outright.  Others were indifferent. Still others might have laughed in his face—and for good reason.  Imagine the conversation.


“So you’re saying that this Jesus of Nazareth is Christ, the son of God.”


“Yes,” Timothy would reply. “That’s right.”

“So what happened to him?”


"Well,” Timothy would say, “he, uh, was arrested, tortured and crucified…but on the third day he was resurrected, raised from the dead.” 


“Yeah, sure, kid. And who told you that?”


“My friend, the Apostle Paul.”

“Paul, huh?  Where is Paul now?” they'd ask. 


“Well...he's in prison, on death row.”

Can you see the people’s faces?  Can you read their minds?  Timothy could.  He could hear them laugh at a crucified savior and a jailbird apostle. And he was embarrassed, the same way you and I are embarrassed when people ask us about televangelists caught with their pants down.


But for Timothy, it was more than embarrassing, it was disheartening.  It doused his enthusiasm for sharing the faith.  He became timid, afraid to say much about his faith, afraid to stand up for what he believed, afraid to tell others about Jesus.

And so Paul encouraged him to "fan the flames of the gift of God within you.”  Paul urges him to stoke the flames of faith, to get excited again about Christ and his ministry.  And to do so Paul reminds Timothy of what God has done.  God, he says, “saved us and called us with a holy calling, not according to our works but according to his own purpose and grace."  

What Paul reminds Timothy is that God had saved him.  When Timothy was alienated from God, God reached out to him.  When Timothy was sinful, God offered forgiveness. When Timothy was assured of death, God gave him life. But God did more than that, he gave Timothy’s life meaning.  God called him to the holy calling of testifying to Jesus Christ, of sharing in the work of bringing everyone to know, love and serve God.  Timothy was now a partner in God’s redemptive work.


Paul knew that if Timothy would remember those basics, remember the grace and purpose that inspired his passion for Christ, remember how he felt when he discovered he had been forgiven, remember the excitement he felt when he realized he was called by God, then his passion would be renewed, his faith would be rekindled.


Of course, calling on the power of memory to revive one’s faith was not new to Paul.  It was exactly what he had experienced in his own life.  

In Paul’s day, Jews celebrate three pilgrimage feasts, feasts in which they would travel to the Temple in Jerusalem.  One such feast was the Passover.  On the evening of Passover, families would gather around a table and with food and drink recount how God brought their ancestors out of slavery in Egypt.  

Why was that important?

Because by remembering the basics of their story, by remembering how they became a people, their faith would be rekindled.  By sharing in the meal, they remembered the grace of God and their holy calling to be God’s people.


Does that not sound familiar?


One of the reasons I love the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) is that every week we gather at the Lord’s Table. I know that no matter what the music is like or what the preacher has to say, we will be remind that while we were still estranged from God, Christ came to redeem us.  We will be reminded that we are now a holy people charged with inviting the whole world to come to Christ.  And we will do it, in remembrance of our Lord.  At the table we remember the almost incomprehensible truth that God has saved us and given us the holy calling, and the flames of faith are fanned.


It is easy to let life douse the flames of our faith.  After all, we live in a day when atheists write bestsellers declaring God dead, where television shows routinely portray the religious as hypocrites, where the culture tells us that evangelism is boorish.  We live in a time in which the biblical story is dismissed as myth and biblical ethics are declared oppressive. And we live in a time where many churches struggle with realities for which they are unprepared.  It can be hard for us to remain enthusiastic.


Yet no matter how cold the embers of our faith may seem, when we remember that in Jesus Christ God has forgiven our sins and claimed us as his very own they are rekindled.
