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The teacher saw that little Johnny wasn’t paying attention in math class.  So she called on him and 
asked, “Johnny, what are 2 and 4, and 28 and 44?” 

Little Johnny didn’t miss a beat.  “NBC, CBS, HBO, and the Cartoon Network!” he answered with a 
proud smile. 

 

A man awoke one morning to find his wife of 24 years lying dead beside him.  In the next few days, it 
was as if his systems of thought, feeling and perception just shut down.  It was as if someone just 
switched off his connectors to the outside world.  At first, he grew silent, unresponsive to the efforts of 
others to reach out to him.  Then he seemed to stop feeling, to gradually become unaware of the world 
about him, an island of unfeeling unto himself. 

 

Sally had dreamed of becoming a ballet dancer ever since she was 3.  For years, whenever anyone 
asked her what she was going to be when she grew up, the answer was always the same – a ballet 
dancer! – even though she had never taken a lesson.  Her family didn’t have much money, and dance 
lessons were expensive.  But finally, when she turned 13 years old, her parents had saved enough 
money to give her a very special birthday present – an entire year’s worth of weekly ballet lessons.   

Sally could barely contain her excitement as she got dressed for her first lesson.  Her mother dropped 
her off at the studio, and Sally gave her a big hug and kiss as she ran into the building.  But when he 
mother returned to pick her up, Sally was sitting by the side of the road with tears in her eyes.  When 
her mother asked what was wrong, Sally burst into tears, saying how all of the other girls in the 
beginners class were so much younger than she was, and how they were already so much better than 
she was, and how they had better shoes and outfits, and how she just couldn’t ever go back there 
again.  No amount of consolation, encouragement, or even guilt could make Sally go back for her 
lesson the next week.  She never danced again.   

 

Throughout our lives, we are pulled and shaped and molded by so many things.  Friends, neighbors, 
and family, trials and struggles, media and advertising – all of these combine to barrage us with a 
virtual circus of influence.  This is the world in which we live – and this is the world that will determine 
who we are to be – if we let it.   

And very often we do.  Little Johnny may not have been paying attention in his math class, but his 
answer revealed that he was paying a lot of attention to something else.  The widower was unable to 
escape the destructive influence of his grief.  And Sally’s dream of being a ballet dancer was derailed 
by the combined influence of circumstances and the comparative attention she paid to the others in her 
class.  As for the rest of us, well – we have our own set of issues and influences.  And as we are 
constantly bombarded by advertising and Madison Avenue manipulation in every form of media, by 
reports of carnage and mayhem on the evening news, and by a constant stream of scandal and 
violence in our politics, coupled with the often dull, numbing routine of jobs and school, family and 
“leisure” activities, many of us give up hope for anything different.  We resign ourselves to “the way 
things are” and we simply go with the flow.  And if something goes wrong – if we experience a sudden 
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loss or tragedy, or if we hit a wall of disappointment one too many times – we often withdraw into the 
protective shell of our own inner lives or lose ourselves in the sea of addiction.   

But it does not have to be that way.  There is another way to live life – a way that neither accepts things 
the way they are, nor yearns for escape to some pie in the sky that will relieve us of present misery.  It 
is the way of what I am calling mindful worship. 

In her autobiography, author Virginia Woolf says that life is not really lived unless it is lived in a state of 
consciousness.  She then goes on to add that in the past decade of her life, she was conscious for only 
about two hours!  I would like to suggest to you that one way of describing the essence of the gospel is 
that through Jesus Christ we are able to live our lives as fully conscious human beings.  The gospels 
proclaim a Christ who said “I have come that they might have life –and have it abundantly.” (John 
10:10)  So I put to you today that to be conscious – to be truly alive – is what the gospel is all about.   

In the scripture Justin read earlier from Romans, Paul has some words about how to live out that 
abundant life that is available through faith in Christ.  He says, “Do not be conformed to this world, but 
be transformed by the renewing of your mind, so that you may discern what is the will of God – what is 
good, acceptable, and perfect.”   

Do not be conformed to this world.  THIS world – the time and place in which we live – may be different 
from the one in which Paul lived and wrote.  Paul had no way of knowing about the contours of modern 
life – this life of cell phones and instant communication, CBS and Showtime, airplanes and submarines.  
But have we any reason to believe that Paul would have anything different to say to us today? 

Do NOT be conformed to this world.  Embedded in that line is an assumption that Paul makes about his 
readers.  It is the assumption that they are different, or at least that they can and should be different.  
Our faith in Jesus Christ offers us something more – something qualitatively different – than what we 
see and experience in the world around us.  And that “something more” enables us to be different and 
to resist conforming to the ways and values of the world.     

But be transformed by the renewing of your minds.  The Greek word translated as “transform” is the 
same one that forms the basis of the English word metamorphosis.  It’s a complete change of nature – 
a new creation.  For the Christian it should bring to mind the promise of Christ to make all things new.  
But this is isn’t a pie in the sky transformation that we should wait for in heaven.  This is not a promise 
for some future reward, but rather a change in the here and now – a transformation in the nature of our 
present lives.      

Be transformed by the renewing of your MINDS.  It may seem odd that Paul says here that it is in the 
renewing of our minds that we will find ourselves transformed.  We might expect our hearts to be 
renewed – our spirits to be revived – but our minds?  O yes! 

As the 17th century philosopher and theologian Rene Descartes has said, “I think, therefore I am.”  Our 
minds are the center of our identity – the source of our personhood.  And our minds have the power to 
determine who we are and who we will be.  We might also say that “As I think, so I shall be.”  

Think back to the stories with which I began with this morning.  Little Johnny’s mind wasn’t on the math 
that his class was studying, but he could name random TV channels off the top of his head.  The mind 
of the man who lost his wife was taken captive by his grief.  And as Sally compared herself to the other 
students in her ballet class, it was her own mind that destroyed her dreams.    

The world so often takes our minds captive.  Whether we are reeled in by the promises of happiness 
that come with material success or by the despair that accompanies tragedy; whether we are drawn 
into comparing ourselves to the lifestyles of the rich and famous or simply strive to keep up with our 
friends and colleagues; or whether we lose ourselves in the addictions of TV and e-mail or of alcohol 
and drugs – our minds become enslaved to the world and our focus becomes limited to what we can 
see in the world around us.  When the world clamors for our attention, most of us are all too ready to 
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give it.  As a passage in the Tao Te Ching puts it, ““Losing touch with our hearts, we fall into confusion, 
and fools try to sell us their answers.”  (Tao 38). 
But Paul reminds us that our lives can be transformed and our minds renewed through Jesus Christ.  
It’s a prevalent theme in Paul’s writing.  Elsewhere, he encourages us to “let the same mind be in you 
that was in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 2:5) and he beseeches us that “whatever is true, whatever is honorable, 
whatever is just…pure…pleasing, [or] commendable, if there is any excellence and if there is anything 
worthy of praise, think about these things. (Phil. 4:8)  For Paul, there is power in positive thinking.   

Numerous self-help books and seminars have been devoted to showing people how to be more 
positive thinkers.  But they all share the common assumption that we can change our lives by changing 
the way we think.  Albert Einstein once said that “imagination is more important than knowledge.”  And 
that’s because imagination focuses our mind beyond what we have already experienced – what we 
may think we already know – and gives our attention to what is possible, what is hoped for, what we 
may only dream about.  As Rick Warren writes in his book The Purpose Driven Life, “my imagination 
influences my aspiration.”  In other words, we strive only for what we can imagine. 

The impact of this truth in our lives cannot be underestimated.  Just think: where would our world be 
today if Dr. Martin Luther King was not able to imagine life beyond segregation and race division.  Or if 
our founding fathers and mothers were not able to imagine a government of the people, by the people 
and for the people?  Or if scientists and researchers had not been able to imagine they could find cures 
for polio and other diseases, or transplant organs, or use chemicals to fight cancer?   

The proverbs tell us that without vision, people perish.  Jesus told his disciples that they were to seek 
first the Kingdom of God.  Paul tells us that we are not to be conformed to the world, but to be 
transformed by the renewing of our minds.  When we focus our minds and our attention on Christ, when 
we think first about the things of God, when we can imagine a vision of the kingdom of God coming 
near at hand – we can break the stranglehold that the world has on our minds.  We can be set free – 
free from the addictions, the despair, the loneliness of the world, and free to become the person God 
would have each of us to be through Jesus Christ.   

And who would God have us to be?  Only God knows.  But as Paul says in several different places in 
his letters, we each have a unique part in the body of Christ, and each part is equally valuable.  If our 
minds are focused on the cares and concerns of the world, we may have trouble fulfilling our function in 
that body.  But if allow our minds to be renewed in Christ, it becomes possible to live up to and into our 
role in the body of Christ, as our lives are transformed in the here and now.   

The great Eastern religions speak of a way of living that is called being mindful – being fully aware of 
the present moment in everything we do and able to give full attention to what each moment brings.  I 
think the apostle Paul is calling us to a similar way of living in this text.  He appeals to us in the first 
verse to present ourselves as a living sacrifice to God.  Most translations call that action our “spiritual” 
worship.  Dan Ulrich, whom many of you know and who was my New Testament professor at Bethany, 
assured me that it could also be accurately translated as “mindful” worship.   

This living sacrifice – this mindful worship – is, I believe, the consciousness of our lives.  It is the 
attention that we give to things, the vision of our imaginations, the focus of our mind’s eye.  In other 
words, it is what we ultimately pay attention to – what we choose to put or allow at the center of our 
lives.  As the bulletin meditation suggests – that which is at the center of our lives is our god – and the 
choice of what we make the center of our lives is the essence of our worship.   

In the text from Chronicles that was read just before the sermon, King Asa helped his people to resist 
conforming to the world as they knew it by getting rid of the centers of pagan worship.  And he 
instructed the people of Judah to be transformed by centering their lives in God.  The account may be 
exaggerated, but Asa was judged to be a good king who brought peace to his land because he led his 
people to center their lives around God rather than following the ways of the world.   
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As Brethren, we have spent the past several months reflecting on the 300th Anniversary theme 
“Surrendered to God, Transformed in Christ, Empowered by the Spirit.”  It is a theme that could have 
been taken directly from the beginning of Romans 12.  Paul invites us to surrender ourselves to God – 
to “present our bodies as a living sacrifice”; to not be conformed to the world but to be transformed in 
Christ “by the renewing of our minds”; and to be empowered by the Spirit, “so that we can discern what 
is the will of God” and to live into it.   

The question for us is whom or what will we worship – to whom or what will we surrender that most 
precious of our personal possessions – our minds?  To whom or what will we give our attention and 
allow to transform our thinking and our living?  To whom or what will we link our consciousness – the 
essence of our personhood?  Whom or what will we mindfully worship?  To whom or what will we give 
our lives?  And finally, will our worship lead to the abundant life that is really life?   

 

Prayers of the Community 
 
O God,  
We gather here together as the church on Sunday mornings, and we try to sit still, and attempt to be 
silent, to listen, to watch, to hear, to see.  But it is often so very  difficult to pay attention.  We become 
tired and distracted, apathetic and bored.  Sometimes we wonder if this is the kind of worship you 
desire from us.   
 
You have given us so much, and it is not much for us to dedicate to you an hour or so of our time and a 
portion of our energy and resources each week in worship. 
 
But we know that you want more from us.  Jesus has taught us that.  So in these moments, take our 
lives, and mold them into what you would have us to be.  Renew our minds so that we might be freed to 
do your work in the world, and live out our place in the living body of Christ.   
 
O God, so many forces in this world work on us – attempt to mold us and remake us in its image and in 
ways that we know are less than your will for us.  You have called us to be your disciples, so give us 
the courage now to be transformed fully into your image.  In these moments, help us to focus – to weed 
out the extraneous thoughts that tempt us away from you – so that we might discover and rediscover 
that which is deep and life-giving. 
 
Speak to us, Lord.  Reveal yourself to us.  And we will try to pay attention.  Amen.   

   

 

Offering Ourselves in Worship 

 
As we take leave of this place of worship this morning, let us depart in the spirit of mindful worship, as 
put so well in Eugene Peterson’s paraphrase of the opening lines of Romans 12: 
 
Here’s what I want you to do, God helping you: Take your everyday, ordinary life—your sleeping, 
eating, going-to-work, and walking-around life—and place it before God as an offering. Embracing what 
God does for you is the best thing you can do for him. Don’t become so well-adjusted to your culture 
that you fit into it without even thinking. Instead, fix your attention on God. [and] You’ll be changed from 
the inside out.  
 
Let it be! 


