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Benjamin Franklin wanted to be perfect, and he had it all figured out how to get there. 

He was kind of a scoundrel growing up, but when he turned 20, Franklin decided to change the direction of his life. He made a list of four resolutions, resolving to be more frugal with his money, to be entirely honest and sincere, to always be industrious, and, quote, “to speak ill of no man whatever, not even in a manner of truth.” Out of those four resolutions, Franklin came up with a set of 13 virtues. He wrote them down in a book, and he practiced them, one every week, trying to perfect them. At the end of 13 weeks, he would start back on the first virtue again. Over a year, he hit each of the virtues four times.


He did this all the way until his death at age 84 – healthy, wealthy and wise, not to mention he got his face on the $100 bill. It worked for him.


I bring up old Ben because in our worship services during Lent, I’d like us to do something of the same. Lent is a long season, 40 days plus Sundays, and it will help us to bring some structure to it. 


So what I’d like us to do is spend some time considering “The Disciple’s Way” – some of the personal qualities we might cultivate that will help us follow Jesus more closely and more effectively. Each Sunday we’ll look at one of those qualities, and I’ll try to raise up some practical ways we can grow that quality in our lives. Today we’re going to talk about patience.


You do want to be Christ’s disciple, yes? I hope so. Because being a good follower is not what is most prized in our society. We love leaders. Recommendation forms for college applicants often include the question, How is this student a leader? There was one father who wrote of his daughter, “I’m not sure she’s a leader, but she’s an excellent follower.” And after she was admitted to the college, the dean of admissions wrote to the father, saying, “We’ll have a freshman class that is full of leaders. It’s nice to know we’ll have at least one follower among them.”  


So followership, discipleship, is not highly prized in our world. But we call ourselves Christians, and fundamentally that means a way of life. It means patterning our lives after the One who showed us what it looked like to live out as fully as possible God’s ethos of love. It means following the living Christ.


So over the Sundays of Lent we’ll talk about some of the qualities of discipleship, and think about how to grow them in our lives, how to do better with these qualities. We’ll talk about courage, trust, compassion and commitment. And today we’ll talk about patience.


With each of these we need to ask ourselves, how is this a particularly Christian quality? What makes it “The Disciple’s Way”? 


There are two ways of looking at that question. We can ask whether Jesus demonstrated this quality, and we can ask whether showing forth this quality helps bring us closer to Jesus.


As far as patience, it seems to me that Jesus was a mixed bag. He surrounded himself with people, his disciples, who sometimes seem like they’re as dumb as a stump. They’re like sixth-graders in eighth period on the first nice day of spring – there’s just no getting through to them. This idea that their leader has to die in order to rise again – well, Jesus needs patience as he teaches them again and again. So he’s patient in that way.


But Jesus knew that his time of public work was short. I see in the Gospel stories, particularly in Mark, a Jesus who is rushing around some, trying to fit in all the preaching, teaching and healing he needed to do. He had a deadline. And reading between the lines sometimes reveals a Jesus who wasn’t all that tolerant and patient.


So even in our impatient times we’re reflecting something of Jesus. But then there’s that second question: Does patience make us better disciples? The answer lies in a basic disjunction between us and God over time. 

Let me explain what I mean. You and I are born, we die, and as the cliché goes, what’s important is what we do with the dash in between. We mark our time with the wristwatch and the calendar.


It’s different for God. One school of thought says that God sees all of time at once. It’s like the difference between a six-course meal and a smorgasbord. You and I eat our dishes one at a time, because they’re served that way. God sees the whole spread all at once – past, present and future. 


And because in our earthly life we experience only the merest sliver of God’s time, patience – the ability to bear up, to hold things together in trying times – brings us that much closer to godliness. When we are patient, we expect that problems will get resolved, goals will get achieved, conditions will get better. That’s true not because life comes with any guarantees, but because we can trust that God takes the long view, and that God uses time – the grand sweep of history – to bring about God’s purposes in the world. When we are patient, when we trust God with our time as well as God’s time, we become a little more like the Jesus who was the keystone to God’s plan of salvation. We grow a little bit as disciples.


The writer of the Letter of James makes this point a number of ways. He exhorts us to be as patient as the farmer who waits for his crops to take in the rain and grow. If you’ve ever grown anything, you know this: You can’t just dump a gallon of water into a seed packet and suddenly have a crop of petunias. It takes time; it takes patience. Those are part of what the plant needs. They’re part of the growing conditions. James also raises up the Old Testament prophets “who spoke in the name of the Lord,” and he raises up Job, who endured terrible calamities and yet kept his faith in God. Examples of real human patience. 


I promised you some practical suggestions for how to grow this quality of discipleship, how to develop patience. One way might be to pray. How about this prayer: “God, give me patience – right now!” A woman I know who had a couple of difficult teenage sons said, “I made a mistake. I asked the Lord to teach me patience. What I should have prayed was, Give me patience.” She was already being taught every day by those boys.

But here are a few other ideas.

Slow down. A lot of us suffer from hurry sickness, wanting to cram our days overfull of action. This makes it really hard to be patient. Take it easy! Try driving the speed limit for a few days and rediscover how it feels. Look for the junctures in your day when God seems to want to slow you down. Maybe you’re stuck in a long checkout line at Wegmans. You have the power to choose. You could be mad about this, tap your foot, scowl at the slow checker. I guarantee you those things won’t get you an inch closer to the door. Or you could practice your deep breathing, you could take a look at the cover of the National Enquirer and thank God you’re not J-Lo, you could stretch your legs. Patience is about choosing a different way of being.  


Hang around with elderly people. I’ve found this myself, when I visit older folks in our congregation who are home-bound. You downshift for an hour or two. Our elders have a lot to teach us, and one of those things is a way of being in the world. In their presence, you learn to simply appreciate this time and this person’s good company. That patience stays with you. 

Practice delayed gratification. Reach for dessert and then stop yourself. Hold off on buying your 27th pair of shoes. Save up for the big vacation instead of charging first and struggling with the debt later. Anticipation makes it all the sweeter, but more importantly, waiting makes you stronger. If you practice this, you’ll feel more in control of your life. And when frustrations come that you have to work through over a long time, you’ll be better able to exercise this quality of patient perseverance. 


Here’s a difficult one: Don’t take things personally. We are so wrapped up in ourselves – maybe we can’t help it, we’re the only self we have – but we need to be reminded to practice empathy, to try to imagine where the other person might be coming from. In our interactions with people, it’s so easy to be brittle, to have that surface of, “Well, what did she mean by that?” As if it’s all about us. It’s not all about us. Nine times out of ten it’s about whatever is going on with the other person. Assume that that’s so, and before you respond, try to look at that person with love and compassion. That is, by the way, what Jesus would do. This is not easy. It takes a long time to break out of that brittleness. But it will change your life for the better. Don’t take things personally.

Finally, use your pause button. This one needs a little explaining. The idea comes from Stephen Covey, who wrote The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People. Covey talks about stimulus and response. As human beings, he says, we’re unique because we can recognize a space between stimulus and response. If you poke an earthworm with a stick, it squirms. Stimulus, response. But we have a space. 

And in that space, Covey says, lies our freedom and the power to choose. This space is like a giant pause button. We don’t have to react to every stimulus. Instead, we can pause, reflect and choose our response. It’s the difference between reacting and responding. We are most fully human when we hit that pause button, and then act in accordance with our best self. The self whom God calls us to be. The self who is a disciple of Jesus Christ.

As we think about these qualities of discipleship, it might help also to raise up people who have lived them out to the nth degree. When I think about a hero of patience, I think of Nelson Mandela. You know his story, but let me just remind you.

Mandela spent the early part of his life as a resistance fighter in South Africa, working to undermine and overturn the apartheid system of black-white segregation as a leader of the African National Congress. Mandela was convicted of sabotage and other crimes by the white-run South African courts, and he spent 27 years – 27 years! – in prison. In court he said this: “During my lifetime I have dedicated myself to the struggle of the African people. I have fought against white domination, and I have fought against black domination. I have cherished the ideal of a democratic and free society in which all persons live together in harmony and with equal opportunities. It is an ideal which I hope to live for and to achieve. But if needs be, it is an ideal for which I am prepared to die.”

When he was released in 1990, he was 71 years old. Things change. Mandela went on to serve as South Africa’s president for five years, that nation’s first president to be elected in a fully representative democratic vote. 


But think about those 27 years, spent mostly at hard labor in a limestone quarry. Mandela was allowed one visitor and one letter every six months. The food rations were meager. He slept on the floor of his concrete cell; a bucket served as his toilet. A single light bulb in the cell burned day and night. Twenty-seven years Nelson Mandela lived like this.


How does a man not go crazy in such a circumstance? It must be by patience propped up by hope. Mandela’s long imprisonment eventually galvanized South Africans against the apartheid system, and so it was no wonder that after his release they chose him to be their president. It was a long labor, but it birthed justice. God’s time is beyond our conception; our discipline of patience in the time we are given brings us closer to the hope that God offers to us all, the hope that our time will make the world just a little better. 
You might have noticed that this sermon has been a little longer than I usually preach. See, you’re getting more patient already!


Amen.

