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The resume.
It has been the venerable tool of job seeker and potential employer alike for decades.

In a single page, the candidate would convey to the potential employer what it was she had to offer—the job she sought, the education she possessed, the experiences that had prepared her and maybe even the people who would vouch for her.  Back in the days before computers and resume services, it also could reveal whether the seeker could type, spell or organize information.  The resume made it possible for the potential employer to determine with little more than a quick scan whether the candidate was worthy of further attention.
Of course, a lot of companies now use applications or online forms, but many still accept resumes, at least as attachments.  They do so because they continue to provide a short but comprehensive means of seeing what one has accomplished.

Most of us probably haven’t prepared a resume in a long, long time—and we are no doubt grateful.  Yet I wonder what it might be like if we were to prepare our own religious resume.  What would your resume say about you?
The idea is not as strange as it might seem.  People prepare such resumes all the time.  It is just that more often than not they are preparing them for someone else.  Take a look at the paid obituaries in the morning newspaper.  It is less common than it use to be, but many such obits include the deceased’s religious credentials.  Some are very simple:  “He was a member of First Church in Smalltown, Texas.”  Others are quite expansive.  They will note that the deceased was on the cradle roll of her congregation, grew up within the church, taught Sunday School, earned extra stars in her heavenly crown by working Vacation Bible School, chaired numerous committees and was, generally, the pillar upon which the whole church leaned.  
Whether simple or elaborate, these lines amount to a religious resume.  They offer a quick summary of one’s religious accomplishments.  

Of course, such information may merely be the way people pay tribute to the religious devotion of those they love.  It may be our way of recognizing a person’s religious interest in the same way we note one’s involvement in civic organizations.  It may simply be a way to say, “This is who he was.”  
On the other hand, could it be that we compose such lists for less noble reasons.  Could it be that we hope our resume will impress God?  

That’s the intent of the job seeker, isn’t it?  When he presents his resume, he hopes to make an impression on those who will judge him.  He wants to show them that he is the person they should hire, that he has credentials worthy of their acceptance.  He wants to show off his accomplishments.  Could it be that we have similar reasons?  Could it be that we want to show God we deserve grace, that we have earned a place in his realm?  After all, is it not “the human tendency…to establish status by means of personal accomplishment.”
   

Yet if that is the case, then we have missed the heart of the Gospel.  The Gospel reminds us that we are not judged based on our religious resume but rather on our relationship with God through Christ.  The Gospel reminds us that our lives are not measured by what we accomplish but by whether we know God intimately.

Apparently Paul’s opponents in Philippi didn’t understand that.  They were Judaizers. Judaizers were followers of Jesus who had come to him through Judaism.  That, in itself, was not a problem.  The problem was that they expected everyone else to follow the same path.  They believed that to be a good Christian one had to be circumcised, to follow the law of Moses, to be first a good Jew.

Yet the Apostle Paul takes issue with their claim.  He does so by his touting his resume.  

· “I was circumcised on the eighth day,” he says.  That’s the ancient equivalent of being on a church’s cradle roll.  It meant that he had been born into the faith rather than converting to it.  
· “I am of the people of Israel,” he declares.  In other words, he was not just a Jew by religion.  He was a Jew’s Jew, born to Jewish parents with Jewish grandparents.  
· “I’m of the tribe of Benjamin,” he says, tracing his heritage back to one of Israel’s most distinguished tribes, a people known for bravery and faithfulness in the face of pagan threats.  
· And, he says, “I am a Hebrew of Hebrews.”  By Paul’s day many of his Jewish contemporaries had been Hellenized.  They had adopted the Greek culture and language.  But not Paul.  He had maintained fidelity to the Hebrew tradition.
Of course, Paul’s resume didn’t just include the advantages to which he was born.  It included that for which he had worked.  He was, he says, a Pharisee when it came to the law.  That meant he had gone to Torah U.  He had studied the law and committed himself to living by its every tittle.  And he had done so, being not sinless but blameless before it.  So passionate was he that he even persecuted those who had defied the law, namely the early Christians.
Paul’s resume was impressive.  It proved beyond all doubt that he was not just as Jewish as the Judiazers but more so.  Their credentials paled in comparison to his.  Of all people, he had reason to trust in his accomplishments to impress God.  
“But,” he says, “whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ.  Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.”

With one three-letter word, Paul dismisses everything that has come before.  “But,” he says, “none of it matters--not my circumcision, not my parentage, not my ancestry, not my education, not my obedience to the law.  It may have been good.  In fact, it was good.  But none of it matters.  It is all rubbish, literally, crap, compared to the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.”  Paul no longer counts on his resume, no longer depends on his accomplishments, because he has found something far greater—and that is knowing Christ Jesus.  
It is important to realize that “knowing” here is not “to know about” or “to possess information regarding,” as if we were speaking of an object.  In the Hebrew tradition, “to know” conveys intimate familiarity or intense communion. That is why it is often used in Scripture with sexual connotations--“Adam knew Eve,” for example.  It means being deeply engaged with or profoundly experiencing another.  And that is how Paul knew Christ.  He had experienced Christ’s life-giving Spirit.  Through Jesus, he now communed with God. And that was so much better than anything else that it transformed his values.  Everything he once thought valuable, everything he once thought worthy of devotion, everything that he once counted on to impress God was now insignificant compared to knowing and growing in his relationship with Jesus.  

He had come to understand that what mattered was not his resume but his relationship.  What mattered was not what he had accomplished for God but his relationship with God.

In our accomplishment-driven culture, that lesson is hard to learn, but people are learning it.

Long before Tom Brokaw identified them as the Greatest Generation, sociologists dubbed them The Builders.  It is an appropriate title.  Following World War II, these men and women built much of America.  They built sleepy little towns like Corpus Christi into true cities.  They built suburbs and the roads needed to serve them.  They transformed old businesses and built new ones.  They built numerous civic organizations and, of course, churches like this one. They even spoke in terms of “building the kingdom of God.”  Their resumes flowed from one page to the next to the next with the work they sought to do on behalf of God.  And we should be and are grateful for all that they have done. 

But what many of that generation found was that for some what mattered was the resume rather than the relationship.  One woman, a long-time member of her congregation, told her pastor that she had been so busy doing church work that she never learned how to honestly talk with God. Another saint, someone who had lead the congregation on numerous occasions, told his pastor that all he knew about Jesus—notice the word, “about”—was what he had learned as a child in Sunday School.  These were not bad people.  They were not bad Christians.  They were good people who did good work.  But they—like many, many others--found that what Pascal called the “God-shaped vacuum in the heart of every man” could not be filled by resume building.  They found that it had to be filled “by God, the Creator, made known through Jesus.”  Like many others, they have sought to move beyond God the Concept to the God the Loving Father, beyond Christianity the Philosophy to Christ the Living Lord.  

Younger generations have reflected the same trend.  Much has been written about megachurches, those behemoths with thousands of worshippers.  That is natural since our culture assumes bigger is better.  But what has gained far less attention is the emergence of small groups of people, particularly young people, who gather in coffee shops or old bars, in living rooms or apartment buildings to nurture their relationship with Christ.  These are not “church groups” in the traditional sense.  They are people who have abandoned churches with their programs and buildings, traditions and structures in favor of focusing on a relationship with Jesus.  They understand what Paul taught long ago—that nothing is more important than the relationship God offers us through Jesus Christ.
Of course, in the light of what Paul tells us, we have to ask ourselves:  What are you and I doing?  Are we writing a resume?  Are we saying to God, “Look my parentage, my ancestry, not my education, not church work.”  Or, are we coming to know Jesus Christ? Are we learning from him, talking to him, walking with him?  Are we letting him fill the God-shaped vacuum in our heart?  Are we, as Paul said, forgetting what lies behind, forgetting all we once held dear, and straining forward toward that which lies ahead--the upward call of God in Christ Jesus?
When all is said and done, that is the only credential God seeks.

� See Bonnie Thurston and Judith Ryan, Philippians and Philemon, Sacra Pagina.





