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Today is Father’s Day.  Tomorrow we start Traveling Day Camp and the theme verse this year is from today’s reading from Colossians about being “rooted” in Christ.  In preparation for that theme, I started thinking about all the Biblical images of roots and heritage, and the images of trees and vines and branches and fruit.  Growing in God’s love.  And of course today, all the ways Fathers, and mothers and grandparents and loved ones, help us in that growing in faith.  What does it mean to be rooted in Christ?  Rooted in love?  On a tree, the roots are usually those deep hidden core elements that dig down and give strength to the whole tree. Without the roots a tree might blow over or die from lack of nourishment.  With strong roots, the tree receives nourishment and energy, power to withstand storms that may come, a base from which to expand and bear fruit.  The roots hold the tree together, but they are rarely visible or obvious.  Often this is true of the strongest parts of our faith as well.  Faith roots may not always be seen but they are always there nurturing and strengthening.  Also often, though not always, the roots of our faith are given to us early by our families.  I know that is true for me.

On this and every Father’s Day, I think about those strong foundations of faith given to me by my parents.  My father nourished the roots of faith in me, as did his father before him, and his father before that, as far back as our family can remember.  My father taught me to dig deep, to trust absolutely that strength given by God, and to understand how secure life can be when based on God’s love and presence in our lives.   My parents gave me good strong roots out of which to grow.   At the same time, my parents didn’t want those roots to limit me or hold back my faith as it developed.  They didn’t want me to be stuck, or for my faith to stagnate.  They encouraged wings as well as roots in my life.  They taught me to take risks when needed, to try to fly, to try to reach out and be better each day.  They taught me that God will support me when I try to fly, that God will be with me wherever I go.  Through our faith tradition, my family gave me both roots and wings.  

Roots and wings - my sermon title for today - comes from a famous quote that I can’t trace back to the source.  The original phrase seems to be, “there are only two lasting bequests we can hope to give our children. One of these is roots, the other, wings.”   In the great and vast, and of course flawless depth of the internet – that phrase is variously attributed to a newspaper editor, a preacher, a scientist, and an anonymous wise woman.  Whoever said it first, the metaphors are rich with meaning, and they have taken on a life of their own.  The phrase roots and wings is widely used in our world today – to represent balancing challenges.  We understand the value of encouraging these opposite characteristics.  Roots to hold us steady, to give us strength, to offer security; And wings to lift us up, to stir imagination, to take us farther and higher.  Roots to nourish us and keep us grounded.  Wings to allow us to fly away and to return home again.   The question is how to nurture both gifts; When to lean toward one or the other.  If you hold on to the roots too tightly you will never fly.  Yet, if you fly without a grounding, you will be tossed and thrown and very well might lose your way.  How do you nourish both roots and wings?  How does our faith offer both roots and wings? – For it does!  

I’m reminded of a story I heard years ago about how eagles learn to fly.  I’m not an expert, but my understanding is that eagles make their nests high above the ground in the tops of very tall trees or on high rocky cliffs.  When an eagle is young, their parents often spread their wings over the young and protect them from wind, rain, and cold.  The parent’s wings are a shelter and a comfort to the young.  As a young eagle grows, the parents will ruffle their wings and push the young out from under the wings, even sometimes pushing them right out of the nest.  The baby eagles will flap their wings as they begin to fall, but they will not be strong enough and they will continue to fall more rapidly down toward the ground far below.  Then the big eagle will swoop down below the baby birds, stretch out its wings, and catch the baby eaglets in the air – sometimes catching two or three at a time – and lifting them up again on eagle’s wings.  Then the big eagle will go back to the nest and slide the babies back into their comfortable home, again covering them under the shelter of the parent’s wings.  The same thing can happen day after day.  The parent eagle pushes the baby out of the nest, the eaglet flaps and falls, the parent swoops in, catches the young and carries them back to safety.  But finally one day, the parent throws the young eagle out of the nest, the young eagle begins to fall, but this time the young eagle stretches out its wings and begins to take to flight.  Soon the young eagle can fly wherever it wants or needs to go.  

So - How does our faith offer both roots and wings?  How does our God nurture and shelter us and at the same time encourage us to fly?  How do we know when we need to be grounded and when we are called to step out and soar?  How does our church give us grounding, and security, and strength to grow deep and wide; while at the same time challenging us to reach out and try new things in new ways to reach new people and enable new ministries?  And how can our church offer those gifts of roots and wings to the world?  When the young eagle is learning to fly – it feels like falling.  Trying something new often makes us fearful.  It’s a fine dance between ruffling feathers to push us out of the nest, and swooping in to lift us up and carry us home.  I believe we here at First Presbyterian Church of Gardner have strong roots in our faith heritage - an excellent foundation on which to build and grow.  I believe we also have grace filled wings, and a God who calls us to soar to new heights – to trust God to catch us if we need it; to trust God to give us whatever we need to fly wherever God might lead.  

As a congregation we are wrestling these days with God’s call for us – how we are to be Christ’s church here and now.  We don’t disagree about the big things – like love God and love others.  We just aren’t sure practically how to live that out.  What needs to change?  What needs to stay the same?  I confess sometimes lately I feel like I am falling, rather than learning to fly.  It can feel uncomfortable when we disagree.  We are pushing out of the nest.  But remember, I believe, we are learning to fly.  We are strengthening those wings.  We are building on those roots.  We are moving as we believe God is calling us to move.  

On Father’s Day we honor our own fathers and those men in our lives who have loved us like fathers, those men in our life whom we love.  This day we also honor our heavenly father – whose love and compassion is a model for all good parents.  I remember as a child how much I trusted my earthly father.  I knew he wanted what was best for me – even when he was pushing me to grow in a new way.  I trusted my father.  I was so very blessed.  Just so we trust our heavenly father who holds us when we need it, and pushes us when we need that.  God has blessed us with both roots and wings.  Let us rely on both.  Roots to nourish and strengthen.  Roots to sustain and grow.  Wings to fly far.  Wings to carry us home.  We trust in God whom we call Abba – Father.  We trust in God who has adopted us as children of life.  We trust in God who, in the right time, either shelters us under warm wings or pushes us out from the nest to fly.    We trust in God who makes us able to follow Jesus Christ, wherever Christ may lead.  We trust in God through Jesus Christ  – who calls us to greater and greater heritage, higher and higher hope, deeper and deeper caring, more powerful, personal and passionate ministry and mission.  We trust in God – thankful for all that has been, ready to fly wherever God may lead – in the name of Jesus Christ.  Amen.   
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Ephesians 6:1-4
Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. 
‘Honor your father and mother’   
—this is the first commandment with a promise: 
‘so that it may be well with you and you may live long on the earth.’  
And, fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, 
but bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.

Proverbs 22: 6
Train children in the right way, and when old, they will not stray.

Isaiah 40:28-31
Have you not known? Have you not heard?
The Lord is the everlasting God, the Creator of the ends of the earth.
He does not faint or grow weary; his understanding is unsearchable.
He gives power to the faint, and strengthens the powerless.
Even youths will faint and be weary, and the young will fall exhausted;
but those who wait for the Lord shall renew their strength,
    they shall mount up with wings like eagles,
they shall run and not be weary, they shall walk and not faint.

Ephesians 3:14-21
For this reason, I bow my knees before the Father, from whom every family in heaven and on earth takes its name. I pray that, according to the riches of his glory, he may grant that you may be strengthened in your inner being with power through his Spirit, and that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith, as you are being rooted and grounded in love. I pray that you may have the power to comprehend, with all the saints, what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, so that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.  Now to him who by the power at work within us is able to accomplish abundantly far more than all we can ask or imagine, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, for ever and ever. Amen.

Colossians 2:6-7
As you therefore have received Christ Jesus the Lord, continue to walk in him, rooted and built up in him and established in the faith, just as you were taught, abounding in thanksgiving.

Leader:  The word of the Lord.
People: Thanks be to God.
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