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What in the world, you may ask, could the Christian faith have to do with a bathtub?  The idea evolved from a story I read about Archimedes, the Greek mathematician and scientist of the third century A.D.


It seems that King Hiram, of the city of Syracuse in Greece, received a gift of gold.  He gave the gold to a silversmith to fashion a crown.  When the silversmith returned the gold crown, King Hiram began to wonder whether the silversmith used all the gold or kept out a portion for himself.


King Hiram called in Archimedes to see if he could find a way to determine if all the gold was used.  Archimedes struggled with the problem for some time, and then one day while taking a bath in the public bathhouse he came upon a solution.  Legend has it that Archimedes was so excited and overwhelmed that he immediately jumped up and ran out into the streets shouting, “Eureka!  I have found it!”


It was this experience of Archimedes in the bathtub that led him to formulate the Principle of Displacement, which states that an object submerged in water will displace an amount of water equal in volume to itself.  The result, needless to say, helped Archimedes to solve the King’s inquiry by finding out that the silversmith did indeed short-change the King.  The volume of displaced water was less than the volume of pure gold.


There is a real sense in which this same principle of displacement is relevant to the Christian faith and its application to our experiences of life.


The prophet Isaiah, living some 300 years before the time of Archimedes, wrote about a similar principle of displacement.  Hear these words: “Instead of the thorns, shall come up the cypress.  Instead of the briars, shall come up the myrtle.”

When Isaiah spoke these words the people of Israel had been living in exile in Babylonia and were very close to returning to their own homeland.  Isaiah’s words reflect a vision of what would happen when God returned the people to the Promised Land.  It was a vision of restoration and recreation.  These people had lived through some very hard and difficult times during their exile.  Their land was destroyed and the temple in ruins.  They were taken captive to a strange, foreign land.  Everything that was part of their heritage – the land, cities, homes, families, religion – had been pulled out from under them.  And now, after a long period they were about to return and the prophet gives them a vision of new and beautiful things: “Instead of thorns, the cypress; instead of briars, the myrtle.”


Can you picture a large area of land filled with thorns and briars?  Simply uprooting them would only help temporarily.  They would grow back in time.  Isaiah’s biblical image portrays cypress and myrtle trees growing where there were thorns and briars.  Cypress and myrtle roots go down deep in the soil, crowding out the thorns and briars.  This is the point of Isaiah’s message – that the thorns and briars are not simply uprooted, but rather crowded out.  They are to be displaced/replaced by the good and positive.


When Christians are filled with Christ’s Spirit, we become infectious, spreading the “serum” of God’s love on earth.  There are two kinds of people in the world today: those who go through life spreading viruses and those who go through life spreading seeds of love.


There is a great division in today’s world: those who are dead weights and those who are all energy, cadence, movement – they spend their lives making a positive difference.


There’s nothing worse than a Christian who is misguided and misplaced.  Jesus tells us that these folks are non-exciting, a complete sham/hoax, and have the odor of death.  They are like white-washed tombstones.


We who call ourselves Brethren have something very worthwhile to share with our culture.  When we are at our best we have the most practical, down to earth understanding of Christianity that exists on global earth.  It’s so down to earth it makes all the difference in my family and with my neighbors.  In Jan & Roma Jo Thompson’s book, Beyond Our Means, the book tells how we applied our faith in practical ways and overcome evil with good by sowing the seeds of Christ’s love.  Brethren took the offensive: practicing practical faith according to God’s kingdom already present in us.  In so doing, we replaced evil with the good.  The thorns become cypress and the briars became myrtle.

That’s how you go about displacing evil with good.  We are ordained disciples, Christ’s messengers, countering all that is negative and evil, by displacing evil with that which is good.


Remember, if a volume of water will be displaced by an equal volume of the object replacing it, so evil will only be replaced by an equal volume of good.  Hatred will not be overcome by returning hate for hate or by ignoring it or by simply saying how bad it is or by condemning it.  It will only be overcome when it is displaced by an equal intensity and volume of love.  Brethren are not just against war.  We are peacemakers because peacemaking is the outgrowth of Christ’s love in us.


Disciples of Jesus are for everyone being treated fairly, with respect, dignity, and honor – even if they don’t deserve it: because that’s the way God treats us and the way we want to be treated by others.  We want to bear others’ burdens and help make God’s welfare plan respectful because we may one day be the recipients of others’ welfare.


Many find it much easier to speak out against evil than to face the great difficulty of actually performing deeds that are good and beautiful.  It’s much easier to say, “I will do no wrong to another person” than it is to actually do loving things for others who have done us wrong.

Tony Campolo had a hard time sleeping one night, so he got up at three-thirty in the morning and went searching for an all-night coffee shop.  HE had found one and had ordered a donut and a cup of coffee when two prostitutes came in.  They were loud and crude and quite disagreeable company.  Tony was ready to leave when he overheard one of the women say that the next day was her birthday.  Her friend sneered, “So what do you want from me?  A birthday party?”  To which the woman replied, “Why should you give me a birthday party?  I’ve never had a birthday party in my whole life.”  Now when Tony heard that, something clicked inside.  He went over to the manager and asked if the women came in every night, which they did.  Then he asked if he could hold a birthday party for the one woman, Agnes.  Well, the manager thought it was a wonderful idea and agreed.


Tony was back at the diner the next morning at two-thirty to decorate.  He brought some crepe paper decorations and made a big birthday sign out of pieces of cardboard.  He covered that diner from one end to the other.  Somehow word of the party must have gotten out, because pretty soon the diner began to fill up with Agnes’ friends.


At three-thirty Agnes and the other woman entered the diner.  Everyone shouted, “Happy Birthday, Agnes!” and began singing happy birthday.  Well, she was stunned.  Her mouth fell wide open.  By the time the waiter brought in the cake she was crying.  A little later Campolo led the group in prayer.  He prayed for Agnes and her salvation, and her friends.  He prayed that her life would be changed and that God would be good to her.  No one had ever treated that woman like a child of God before. (story from Homiletics)


Tony’s action is a good example of the glorious privilege and opportunity which is given to each of us who are called to be Christians.  Overcoming evil with good may be a risky ministry, but it sure is exciting and challenging.


Malcolm Muggeridge was asked by BBC to go with a film crew to India to see what was going on with some “do-gooder” named Mother Teresa.  He tells of watching her work with the lowest of the low, and “the absurdity of bringing comfort and affection to men and women who were the derelicts of Indian society and who could have no possible influence upon history.”


“Is this the way to spend one’s life?” he asked.


Years later, in explaining how these five days spent in India were the most important five days of his life, literally turning his life upside down, he put it like this: “Humankind will not be changed by being taught, but they will be changed by what is caught.”  He caught the aroma of the love seed of Jesus in a lowly saint who bloomed where she was planted.


The best gift we can give to our world is a hospitable lifestyle that replaces good for evil: a lifestyle that practices love in down to earth ways.


Let me say it another way.  A few years ago I was in Frederick, MD, walking on a sidewalk.  A freshly poured block of cement sidewalk caught my attention.  On it was written these words of wisdom: “Compassion will do far more to cure our ills than all their condemnation we can give.”  


One winter day, a little boy in Alabama was standing on a grate trying to keep his shoeless feet warm.  A woman passing by saw the frosty-toed child and her heart ached.  He had only a light-weight jacket and no shoes and the air was chill, the wind sharp.


“Where are your shoes, young man?” she asked.  The boy reluctantly admitted he didn’t have any.  “Why don’t you come with me and we’ll see what we can do about that?” the woman said.  Taking his hand, she led him into a nearby department store and bought him a new pair of shoes and a warm jacket.


When they came back onto the street, the little boy was so excited that he started to run off to show his family his gifts.  Suddenly, he turned around and ran back to the woman.  He thanked her and then hesitated, “Ma’am, could I ask you a question?  Ma’am, are you God’s wife?”  The woman smiled and said, “Oh no, I’m not God’s wife, just one of God’s children.”  The little boy grinned and nodded enthusiastically, “I knew it!  I just knew you were related!” (story from Homiletics)


“Cypress for thorns, myrtle for briars.”  The question is – Are you one of God’s kin?  Is your seed blooming where you are planted?

BENEDICTION
Go in the faith that God’s Kingdom values lived out in our lives can make a huge difference in this world.

Let God’s love live in you.  Be a bloomer wherever you are planted.  And, don’t forget; act like you are one of God’s kin.  Amen.
