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Every time we flip on the TV, open a magazine, drive in our car, get on the internet or turn on our radio we encounter another commercial telling us something else we need. The fact is we are a consumer drive culture. Our lives are never complete we need more stuff in order to be fulfilled. If we buy another thing we will be smarter, healthier, more attractive and more successful. 

As 100 million people watch the Super Bowl this evening, companies are paying $2.7 million dollars to show us a 30 second commercial. Most of us want to deny that we are really influenced by the advertisers; we want to believe we are focused on far more noble things than our possessions and don’t want or need anything more. 

But the facts tell us something different. Most children recognize the following sign before they are able to read:
Show McDonalds sign

96% of American school children recognize Ronald McDonald

As we flip through the following logos or partial logos, see which ones you instantly know. 

As you can see, these ads work. The average American has over $8500 in credit card debt

1.3 million people declared bankruptcy last year
And when the news decides to cover something other than the election, it is often about the number of people in foreclosure

Now obviously, some of the debt isn’t from frivolous purchases—lost jobs, health care costs and astronomically rising mortgage rates are a significant part of it. But no one can deny how powerful the consumer mentality is here. Any problem can be fixed with enough money is the message we hear. 

This is a relentless message and it is very hard to hear the voice of God through it all. God doesn’t get many pop up ads and Super Bowl commercials. 

Anne Lamott tells this story about her father. He had brain cancer that progressed so far that he had the mentality of a three year old child. She could not leave him alone at her house so she brought him along while she ran a few errands. One of Annie’s stops was at the local bank and she buckled her dad into the passenger seat and left him with a candy bar. Like every bank I have ever been in, there was huge line and so she would look out the window every few minutes to make sure he was okay. She writes, “The last time I looked, he wasn’t there- the car was empty! I felt like adrenaline had been injected directly into my heart, and I turned to stare out the window behind the tellers just to collect my thoughts and through them I saw this old man pass by, his face smeared with chocolate… He was just walking on by, holding his candy bar, staring up at the sky as if maybe his next operating instructions were up there.” 
Her dad didn’t get any special instructions from God in the sky that day, just like most of us don’t. Long ago in the Old Testament, Elijah learned God’s voice isn’t in the earth quakes or fires or loud winds, instead it is in still, small voice. That message is difficult to hear in different ways. It is so hard to overhear God in this culture of noise. And God’s message is so challenging, it is the complete opposite of what our world is saying to us that we need.
As we heard in Corinthians earlier, the cross is foolishness—Jesus shouldn’t be killed as a common criminal. It isn’t logical. Stop and truly think of the absurdity of it all. In this world of power and might, it is seemingly weak act. But, God does not use the world’s instruction book. In Christ’s death, we are shown God’s unending love. Our salvation should come from the strong or the wise—that is where everyone looked for it. That’s where we still look for it. But we are looking in the wrong place. (3) God’s plan is far different and wiser than our own. In the cross, God showed us what true power is—it doesn’t matter what we do, God’s love will conquer all. 

Unlike everything else in our culture, God doesn’t say “do this and your life will be better/easier/faster”, God says instead: Take up my cross and follow me. 
In a selfish world, with everyone focusing on themselves God says listen: “here are MY requirements- not just things I would like for you to do, but what you have to do-: Do justice, Love kindness, walk humbly with me.” All those things are great concepts, nearly everyone believes in justice, kindness and walking with God.  But, that is hard job description when we take it seriously. It is not one that can be lived out once a week on a Sunday morning. This is calling that challenges us to abandon all that our world says is right and normal and live for Jesus. Justice means standing up for those that are suffering, if when it is uncomfortable and inconvenient for us. Loving kindness means encircling with love those around you that are hurting. We have had many funerals this month and far too many people in this room are grieving. I have seen great acts of loving kindness as I have watched you care for one another through these difficult days- you have been Christlike to each other. Walking humbly with God demands that we slow down and listen to God. Recognizing that God is directing our path and helping us every step along the way. To live this foolish life and its difficult requirements, we need a community of faith and you can find it here. 
As a church we are starting our “Transformed Living” study this week as Lent begins. You are invited to join us on this journey as we seek to grow closer to God. On the back of your daily devotional book, you will find this quote:

No matter how good life is, most Christians thirst for something more. Although we are people of faith, many of us aren't satisfied. We long for lives that are more fulfilling, more rich, more meaningful, and more joyful. Without resorting to "have tos," "shoulds," or "thou shalts," Treasures of the Transformed Life helps us identify our individual thirsts and shows us how to experience more than we could ask for or imagine. This study will remind us that the world will never truly fulfill us, but Christ can. In Christ we will never be thirsty again. 

If you watch the Super Bowl tonight, I encourage you to look at it through different eyes. As those expensive commercials are played stop and wonder why so many people feel the need to have more in order to feel complete. Laugh at the commercials then, because you know where true fulfillment comes. The next time you feel lost and don’t know what to do, don’t forget your operating instructions: Do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with God—live out those words and it is a lot easier to stay on the right path.
1. This story was the central theme of “Eavesdropping” Living by the Word by Barbara Lemmel
2. Operating Instructions: A Journal of My Son’s First Year by Anne Lamott – a very honest look at parenting a newborn

3. Idea from Molly Marshall-Green

