SERIES: Bucket list: What if you had 6 months to live? (TALK 1 of 4)

(4200 words)

Note to preachers: this written out message was completed weeks before the actual message. The preacher would inevitably end up adjusting it somewhat – by adding stuff, taking stuff out, including personal stories etc. (listen to mp3s for examples of how they changed it). 

TALK 1 – THE DASH! 

Intro to series.

Welcome to week 1 of our 4 week series, ‘Bucket List: what if you had 6 months to live?’. It’s going to be life-changing. Let’s dive right in… 

One day we will ‘kick the bucket’. There’s no avoiding it. That’s why people often write a ‘bucket list’ that reminds them of things they want to do before they die. There is a movie by the name – based on two men who are terminal, who have limited time to live. But here’s a sobering thought: all of us are terminal! 

And not only that: our lives are much shorter than we realize! 

1) On the Internet there is something called ‘the death clock’ (www.deathclock.com). After finding out some details of your life it tells you how much longer you likely have – and gives a date and time for your death, and a count down clock! Scary as it sounds. Time is ticking away. We all have an appointment with death – and every new day means we’re 24 hours closer to it! According to it I die on Sunday, June 7, 2048 and, last I checked I had just over 1,2 billion seconds left. Chilling, isn’t it? You can count the rest of my life in seconds! My goodness! 

2) Should we really spend time thinking about how short our lives are? Isn’t that just depressing? To answer those questions, there’s an interesting verse in the Bible that tells us that we should consider our mortality and life’s brevity – and ask God to really help us feel them… ‘LORD, Show me my life's end and the number of my days; let me know how fleeting my life is. You have made my days a mere handbreadth; the span of my years is as nothing before you. Everyone is but a breath, even those who seem secure. (Ps 39:4-5). LORD, show me how brief my life is. Why do we need to ask God for this revelation? Answer: so we can live right. Until we can think right, we can’t live right. 

3) In this series we’re proposing a bold idea. It requires that you use your imagination: Imagine you had just 6 months left – how would you live then? And once you can figure that out, why not start living like that today. (Besides, who knows but some of us may not even have six months left anyway!)

4) Have you ever walked around a grave yard – and read the inscriptions on the grave stones? I have. What strikes me is ‘the dash’. Let me explain. After the name of the person who lies here there are two dates. The first date is their birthdate. The second date is their deathdate. And in between each date is a little dash. Now, we have no control over our birthdate, and we have little to no control over our deathdate. The only thing we actually have control over is that little dash. Which is why we call today’s talk, ‘the dash’. Now this is not advocating what you might think – that we need to dash around all over the place before we die in order to find meaning. Rather, the dash represent a reflective pause in our hectic lives. This talk should be a dash for all of us.

I want to answer a question: in light of our mortality and life’s brevity, how should we live? How do we best use our dash? I want to propose three answers… Be present. Be proactive. Be surrendered. 

1) Be present. 

If we’re to make the most of that dash we need to live in the present.

Oliver Wendell Holmes said, ‘Many people die with their music still in them. Why is this so?  Too often it is because they are always getting ready to live.  Before they know it, time runs out.’ How do we miss the music? Answer: by failing to live in the present moment. 

For example, while we are home our thoughts are still absorbed with solving the challenges we face at the office. And when we are at the office we find ourselves worrying about problems at home. We go through the day without really listening to what others are saying to us. We may be hearing the words of our wife or husband, but we aren't absorbing the message. As we go through the day we find ourselves focusing on past experiences or future possibilities. We’re eating food but we can’t taste it because we’re not present. We are so involved in yesterday and tomorrow that we never even notice that today is slipping by. We go through the day rather than getting something from the day. We are everywhere at any given moment in time except living in that moment in time.

Life is a journey not a destination. If we spend our lives chasing goals, constantly thinking that when this happens or that happens, then I will be able to start living, you will never learn to be present in the moment. 

Here’s some practical ideas to help you start living more in the present:

1) Start your day – every day – quoting Psalm 18:24: This is the day the Lord has made. I will rejoice and be glad in it.’ Receive everyday as a gift from God. And rejoice in the opportunity it holds. Refuse to take this day for granted. And refuse to enter into this day glum and depressed. Your altitude every day is determined by the attitude you enter that day with! 
2) Slow down. The elevator company OTIS has done research on how tense people get waiting for an elevator.  They have noticed that the DOOR CLOSE button is wearing out faster than the other buttons. We are literally smashing the DOOR CLOSE button into smithereens compared to previous generations. Let’s slow down. East slower. Drive slower. Take sufficient leave. You’re a human being not a human doing. David Livingstone tells of a long trip with some African guides, who after several days of constant hiking refused to trek on one day. Their reason: today, we wait for our souls to catch up to our body. Slow down. Be present. If you are an adrenaline junky, and you thrive in speed and pace of life, the great cost is this: you miss life’s greatest gift: the joy available to you in the present moment. 

3) Enjoy and be grateful for life’s little pleasures. A walk on the beach, playing with your kid on the couch, or a great glass of wine. Use all your senses. What do you smell? What do you ear? What do you taste? What do you see? And what if you were to give thanks to God – not just before a meal – but spontaneously while you experience the simple joy of splashing in the water with your child, or … (think of more). I have found that the way to both be present and to heighten one’s joy in the moment is to say Thank You to God more often. After all, ‘the wise person knows that all good things come from heaven above’

4) Gain energy through recreative stuff. Its difficult to be present if we’re always worn down. Here’s an idea to gain energy: cut down screen time. We’re entertaining ourselves to death. Entertainment – getting the latest gossip on Facebook, watching movies, series-es, Xbox, TV – they all feel so good. But have you ever noticed that that, though they thrill you, they don’t energize you? I mean, let’s say you get to the end of the day and you’re tired, so you sign your mind off for a few hours in front of the TV in the hope you will recover. But do you recover? The next morning you wake up do you feel fresh? Nope. Now consider cutting out some entertainment and replacing it with more recreative things. Things that – though they don’t always provide the same quick thrill as entertainment, yet they recreate you and energize you – things like putting the TV off, putting some good music on, having a face-to-face meal with the people you live with, playing a board game, walking the dog, getting in bed earlier to read a good book, if you’re married getting in bed earlier and whispering sweet nothings in each other’s ears. You’ll notice that you start your next day with energy! Learn the difference between entertainment and recreation.

5) Wherever you are, be there. No matter where you are, if you're with your wife, if you're with your husband, if you're with your kids, if you're with a friend, if you're with people at work, no matter where you are make sure that you are all there. If you have children, you're not off in your mind working and engaging, solving some problem at work but you are all there. With everything in you at that moment, fully engaged.  If you're with your spouse, you're not off thinking or flipping the television channel, you're all there.  Every bit of you, fully engaged. If you're talking to somebody at work or engaged in a conversation you are with them.
(Pause here a bit)  You know that you’ve tried some of these methods but your old habit of haste creeps in stronger than ever before.  What is the key to making these tips into habits that flow out of a character that is sweetened by the adventure of life and enjoying every moment fully?

6) The number one secret to living in the present moment is that you learn to draw near to the Presence of God. God is fully totally absorbingly present (though Revelations speaks of his ability to be present past, present and future: ‘The God who was, who is, who is to come’. But for us the only place to encounter God and to experience his presence is in the present moment. Listen to some verses in Acts 17 for some insight into this…

Verse 24 says, "The God who made the world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven and earth and does not live in temples built by hands.’ He is a Living God. If you want to live fully in the present then draw close to God who is the source of Life.

Verse 25 says, ‘And he is not served by human hands, as if he needed anything. Rather, he himself gives everyone life and breath and everything else.’ He is a self-sustaining God. We are meant to draw sustenace from him. If we are to thrive in life, we need God’s presence as much as our lungs need air. By the way, a simple prayer you can pray to help you live in the present is, ‘God, thank you for this breath of air. And for this one.’ Andrea Boydston reminds us, ‘If you woke up breathing, congratulations! You have another chance.’

Verse 27 and 28 says, ‘God is not far from any one of us. 'For in him we live and move and have our being.' As some of your own poets have said, 'We are his offspring.' He is the close God, so much closer than we can imagine. So ready to respond to our prayers, so ready to draw near to us as we draw near to him. Oh, let us draw close to God – to this living God, this God who sustains us, this God who is so much closer than we can imagine. Surely that is the secret to living in the present: to live in His Presence.  

2) Be proactive

If we’re to make the most of that dash we need to be proactive. In Psalm 90:12, Moses reflecting on life’s brevity prays, ‘Teach me to number my days well (i.e. use my time well) and to gain a heart of wisdom’. A good prayer to pray: God help me to use my time wisely.

Listen to similar words in Ephesians 5:15-17…

15 Be very careful, then, how you live—not as unwise but as wise, 16 making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil. 17 Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord's will is. 

Verse 16 is here translated ‘make the most of every opportunity’. But it is more accurately translated, ‘redeem the time you have’. The word ‘redeem’ means to set something free by purchasing it. The picture here is that the daily moments and opportunities that come our way are like precious items on sale in a market, but they currently are ‘enslaved’ – and you need to search them out, buy them and set them free. God wants you to find these opportunities, and through applying yourself to them to bring them to fulfilment. Make the most of every opportunity you have!

If I were to find the one word that sums up the way to make the most of every opportunity it would be: proactivity. 

Proactivity means you’re on your front foot. Reactivity is the word that describes the life where we are always being swept this way and that by events. Picture a boxer taking blow after blow, all the time on their back foot. That’s reactivity. Life is happening to us. But proactivity is about mastering your own life, it is about being in the front foot, it is about letting your values and choices shape your life, not your circumstances. It’s about giving more punches than you’re taking. 

Of course we will receive some punches, but still we stay on our front foot. We can’t prevent life from happening to us but we can choose how we will respond when it does happen. Circumstance doesn’t determine my life, but rather my choices, and my response to those circumstances. Every difficulty is either a stumbling block, or a stepping stone – depending on whether we’re reactive or proactive. 

The first way to be proactive is to envision your life in advance. Let me get practical. By sharing with you about a habit I have been practicing for years – one of the most important habits I’ve ever embraced. I learnt it from a friend Phil Glazer. I mention it here because I am sure that, for those that don’t already do something similar, it will help you immensely…

Once or twice a year I take out a few hours to envision my life for the coming 6-12 months. I do three things:

1) I write a list of the aspects or roles of my life, both personal and public. My roles include being a disciple of Christ, a husband and father, a friend and relative, a surfer and carer of a body, recreation (which includes exercise, surfing and holidays), a pastor, a preacher etc…

2) Then under each role I used my imagination and go forward 6-12 months and ask myself, ‘What could this aspect of my life look like?’ For example, in my role as husband, I imagined what I’d want (and I’m sure God would want) my relationship with Julie to look like by the year end, and I wrote, ‘Lots of tenderness, affection and laughter’. This is called vision, a picture of the future that motivates me to move toward that.

3) Then I asked myself about each role and its vision, ‘What rhythms would I have to build into my life to guarantee that my life heads in that direction?’ So, for example, to see lots of affection and tenderness and laughter with Julie 12 months from now I have decided to… 1) Start every day telling Julie I love her 2) Have a weekly date night. 3) Read a book on marriage together 4) Start every week with a 20-30 minute planning meeting to make sure we’re on the same page for the week ahead.
So to recap: 1) Clarify your life’s roles. 2) Describe what you want that role to look like 6-12 months from now. 3) Figure out what rhythms will help you get there. Said simpler: Roles. Goals. Rhythms. Go through that process once or better yet twice a year. That’s the easy part. The fourth element is Diaries. The next part is the challenge: to actually implement those rhythms into your life. And you do this by regularly putting those rhythms in your diary in advance. And then you stick to those rhythms, though you will need some flexibility of course. So say Julie and I have scheduled a date night and someone invites us to a meal, and we just can’t reschedule our date night to another night in the week, then most likely the wisest thing to do is to decline the invitation and say, ‘Sorry I have something else scheduled for that night.’ 

The second way to be proactive is to not procrastinate really important things. How many people on their deathbed say, ‘My whole life I was running around like a chicken with my head off. Responding to this demand and that urgency. But all the things I really wanted to do – should have done – I procrastinated them, and now its too late. If only I spent enough time with my kids. If only I didn’t pour my life chasing meaningless stuff like reputation and wealth. If only I loved my husband like I should have. If only I pursued Christ like I should have.’ Oh, live regret free. Put your dreams in your diary. And turn those wonderful prophecies into plans. Turn your visions into ventures. You will never find time for anything.  If you want time you must make it. Don’t fall into the Someday Trap. Someday I’ll write a book. Someday I’ll learn to dance. Someday I’ll plant a tree. Start today.  Williams James said it like this, ‘To change one's life:  Start immediately.  Do it flamboyantly.  No exceptions.’

Live every day proactively. On the front foot. As Spurgeon once said, ‘The truest way to lengthen our life is to actually live while we live, wasting no time but using every hour for the highest ends. Starting today!’ Abraham Lincoln said, ‘In the end, it's not the years in your life that count.  It's the life in your years.’ And Stephen Levine said, ‘If you were going to die soon and had only one phone call you could make, who would you call and what would you say?  And why are you waiting?’ Make the dash on your gravestone count!

PAUL – God, bless my plans. God, not my plans but your plans. 

3) Surrender. 

If I don’t die prematurely I have 1,2 billion seconds left – maybe less, hopefully more. The pressing questions is ‘How will I live them?’ I remember having a chat with a friend. She said, ‘I wish I had 2 lives – one to fulfil God’s will for my life – and another to chase down my will for my life’. 

Ben Erwin wrote, ‘Most of us spend our lives as if we had another one in the bank.’ He’s so right. We have one life. Only one. And the main question you have to ask yourself is? Whose will will be done – yours or Gods? You have a will. It consists of plans, dreams and aspirations. Not for wrong things just your things. But God also has a will for your life. He has a plan and a purpose for your life. And ultimately you have to choose between the two. ‘There are only two kinds of people’, wrote CS Lewis, ‘Those who say to God, ‘not my will but your will be done’ and those to whom God says, ‘Not my will but yours be done, then.’ 

Let’s look at James 4…

13 Now listen, you who say, "Today or tomorrow we will go to this or that city, spend a year there, carry on business and make money." 

In the Roman Empire there were great opportunities for travel and business. People enjoyed the thrill of living life to the full, doing what they want, where they want, when they want. Revelling in their autonomy they’d say, "Today or tomorrow we will go to this or that city, spend a year there, carry on business and make money." Still today, but even more so, people like to feel like they’re the master of their destinies. We relish our freedom, our right to do what I want, when I want, with who I want. It’s my life. 

But this Scripture tells us that this is not only wrong to assume we’re the master of our destinies, it is silly…

14 Why, you do not even know what will happen tomorrow. What is your life? You are a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes. 15 Instead, you ought to say, "If it is the Lord's will, we will live and do this or that." 16 As it is, you boast in your arrogant schemes. All such boasting is evil.

We see that God, not us, is the true master of our destiny – so we should surrender our lives to him, for a few reasons.

· 1) We should surrender because we don’t even know what will happen tomorrow (v14). In our arrogance, we begin to assume we can plan our futures entirely and then just go and make it happen. We are meant to be humbled by the simple thought that there is so much in this world that is beyond our control. This sense of unpredictability is meant to increase our sense of dependence on God. After all, we do not know what the future holds, but we do know the one who holds the future. 

· 2) We should surrender because our lives are so fleeting and fragile. ‘What is your life? You are a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes.’ Our lives are remarkably short. This thought of how fleeting and fragile our lives are should increase our sense of dependence on God, and our readiness to surrender our lives to Christ.  

· 3) We should surrender because God, not us, is in charge. Verse 15 says, ‘If it is the Lord’s will, we will live and do this or do that.’ God is sovereign over our lives, over our circumstances, over the timing of our death, and over what he wants us to do with our lives. 

· 4) We should surrender our lives because it breaks the power of arrogance in our lives. The sentence, ‘If it is the Lord’s will, we will live and do this or do that’ is another way of saying, ‘I will make my plans, but ultimately my life and my times are in God’s hands. I am willing to lay down any of my plans if it is revealed that you have another plan for me.’ Notice that these verses do not condemn travel, nor making money, nor planning for the future. Rather they address the arrogance with which these things can be done in. The opposite of arrogance is humble surrender. 

· 5) We should surrender because the opposite of surrender is sin. Verse 17 says, ‘So then, if you know the good you ought to do and don't do it, you sin.’ It is a verse that calls us to total surrender, to give ourselves to doing all that God wants us to do with our lives. To fail to say yes to Christ and his will is to say yes to sin. 

· In summary, this verse teaches that we should surrender fully to Christ and his will. And it reminds us that Christ, not ourselves, should be trusted as the master of our destiny. The prayer we should pray every day from the bottom of our hearts is, ‘Not my will, but your will be done.’ 

Perhaps you still lack inspiration to surrender. Why not look at Christ… 

· See how he surrendered himself totally to his Father. In the garden the night before he was crucified he prayed ‘not my will but your will be done.’ We too should pray, ‘Not my will but yours be done.’ 

· See how he surrendered himself not only to the Father but to love. He lay down his life in love. The cross became the fountainhead of our salvation. We too should pray, ‘God use my life as a riverbed of your love to others.’

· See how the Father looked after his surrendered Son. He raised him from the dead. He exalted him. And still today when we surrender our lives to the Father his love and care becomes so evident in our lives. He takes full responsibility for the one who gives full surrender to him! Oh, let’s hold nothing back. Let’s surrender our entire lives to him. Let’s trade in our dreams for his dreams, our hopes for his hopes, our plans for his plans, our will for his will. Surely, there’s no better way to live the dash!

· Our vision for our life is taken from a hill top – his is the mountain top.

So to sum up. Life is short – a simple dash between your birthdate and deathdate. How will you use your dash? Why not be present? Why not be proactive? Why not surrender fully? Surely there’s no better way to live!

Response call: Why not surrender right now? Perhaps you’re a Christ-follower but you’re only partially surrendered? Why not surrender totally? Perhaps you’re not yet a Christ-follower? Why not surrender to God’s love for you – and experience the life that Christ’s surrender on the cross achieved for you? 

(Ministry time will be singing ‘I surrender’ and writing a prayer of surrender to God.)

