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 I welcome you to the third week of our Love LIFE series here at Bethany United 
Methodist Church.  2 weeks ago, we began a seven-week series that looks at the content of our 
lives and how God works in our lives.  We have centered the series around the acronym LIFE – 
L, I, F, E.  L stands for our Loves, our Passions, and today, we will be looking at how we merge 
our passions for life with God’s purposes.  Last week, Pastor David began this conversation by 
reminding us how we are God’s workmanship, created in Jesus Christ to do good works.  He also 
explored the idea of how we answer the question, “Who are you?”  and how we proclaim 
through our lives that we are people of God – in others words, how we help write God’s story in 
the world by being the hands and feet of Jesus Christ.  Today, I will be continuing this 
conversation using the passage from Matthew we heard, but I will also attempt to expand our 
collective thinking using the Ephesians passage we heard. 
 
 The passions of our lives, the things we love to do, the activities we engage in are ones 
that we hope coincide with God’s purposes!  Ephesians tells us that through his Son, Jesus 
Christ, God has given gifts to us.  The roles that the author of Ephesians mentions are apostles, 
prophets, evangelists, pastors, and teachers.  To some extent, most Christians find themselves in 
all of these roles to one extent or another throughout their respective faith journeys.  But there 
are other roles we could add to that list: students, musicians, missionaries, builders of homes and 
roads, nurses, communications experts, givers to charities.  There are other roles we can add to 
that list.  And ministry can happen in likely and unlikely places: skateboard parks, battlefields, 
banks, the streets of Ellicott City, here in the church building, Brown’s Motel on Route 40, 
airports.  And there are many places we can add to that list! 
 

The point is: Wherever we are, whatever our occupation, our vocation as Christians is 
that we seek to share with others who Christ is through our words and actions.  That, as 
Ephesians tells us, we seek to come to unity in faith and to knowledge of Jesus Christ as the Son 
of God, to maturity, and to the measure of the full stature of Christ.  In other words, our goal 
should be to become more like Christ and to help others do the same. 

 
 We see evidence of this in the proclamation by a fisherman in today’s Matthew passage.  
A man named Peter, a businessman actually, who worked hard with his hands in a blue collar 
job, answers a question asked of him by Jesus: Who do you say that I am?  Peter answers Jesus: 
You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God!  And with that answer, Jesus proclaims that the 
church will be built.  The church is built by Jesus’ death on a cross in which he dies to save us 
from our sins and by his Resurrection in which God proves God’s love and forgiveness for us by 
raising Jesus from the dead.  And, of course, the church is built when Peter and other followers 
of Jesus take up the work of caring for others and preaching about how their lives were changed 



and given meaning because of their relationships with Jesus.  Today, here at Bethany United 
Methodist Church, we are that early church’s legacy, 2,000 years later right to this very place, 
this very day.  And we are still asked the same question by God: Who do we say Jesus is?  And 
what is God’s purpose for our lives?  How do we take the gifts we have been given, the skill sets 
we possess, the things we love to do – our passions – and merge them with God’s purpose to 
show love and forgiveness to the whole world? 
 
 A little later in this sermon, I’m going to ask you some questions about how we can tell 
our story about what it means to have Christ in our lives and how we can merge our passions 
with God’s purpose.  I’m going to ask you to get ready with a pen or pencil and jot these 
questions down on your bulletin.  There will be questions for those of you claim faith in Christ.  
But I will also be asking questions to those of you who may be here for only the first or second 
time or any of you who may not be certain of your faith, but are here today to learn more about 
God.  So if you want to get your pen or pencil ready now, that would be fine. 
 
 I am going to move now to this idea of what it means to be the church.  Jesus told Peter, 
told all of us actually, that we will be given the keys to the kingdom of heaven.  We are the 
church in the world when we are open to God using us wherever we find ourselves.  I consider 
myself blessed in that I have found my passion in life as being a pastor and my passion as being 
a Christian.  Recently, I went to China with my wife, Lu Lan, to visit her family and to do a little 
bit of sight-seeing.  While I was there for 3 weeks, I found myself on two occasions in which I 
believe God had prepared a job for me, that God had a purpose for me in which I needed to use 
my passion of being a pastor and simply my passion of being a Christian to fulfill God’s 
purposes. 

 
 
This was my 3rd trip to China, but it was my first trip during 
Chinese New Year.  In China, the Chinese New Year is 
celebrated by families getting together to eat and by people – 
regular people like us – setting off fireworks in the streets 
morning, noon, and night!  On this trip, I regularly fell asleep at 
night to the sounds of parties and fireworks and woke up to the 
same sounds the next morning! 
 

 
  
This is some of Lu Lan’s extended and now my extended family.  
Lu Lan on the left, then me, then Lu-ah-ie, JoJo, JoJo’s wife, and 
cousin Lu Tran.  Lu Tran was actually my best man when I was 
married in China. 
 
 
 

 
  
 



 
 
After a family dinner one night, Lu Lan, cousin Lu Tran, and 
I went walking around the city of Nanjing, Lu Lan’s 
hometown, formerly the capital of China until the 
Communists took over. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Fireworks in the background.  Remember – these are not set 
off by professional fireworks people – these are real 
fireworks set off by children, teenagers, young adults, and 
elderly people. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
The city of Nanjing is very well developed, it has an 
excellent public transportation system.  It has the tomb of 
Sun Yat-Sen, the founder of the democracy movement in 
China.  That’s ironic, I know. 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
The statue of Sun Yat-Sen.  It looks a lot like the Lincoln 
Memorial in Washington, DC. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



 
 
 
There are several things you need to know about being a 
foreigner in China.  Wherever you go, it is not unusual to be 
asked to have a picture taken with you. 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
Even birds want their pictures taken with you. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
  
Some restaurant owners want to put your picture on their restaurant 
walls.  Some Chinese people also want to know if Americans can do 
things like….  
 
            
                      drive a forklift 
       around or….. 
 

 
 
 
 

 
or dance in the New Year Festival’s Dragon Dance! (I can do it, and here is the proof). 

 



 
 
The major sight-seeing I did was to a town called Li-
Jiang.  It’s about as far as Arizona is from us.  The 
town is fairly rural, but tourism is its biggest part of its 
economy. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
This mountain towers over Li-Jiang, almost 6,000 meters 
high.  It is called Snowy Mountain and is considered a holy 
place by many in the area.  The snow is always on top of 
the mountain even during the summer. 
 
 
 

 
 
But the snow does melt, and the water runs down 
to the town of Li-Jiang below. 
 
 

 
 
 
That water is used by the townspeople to wash vegetables, 
dishes, and clothes. 
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 It also makes rivers. 
 
 
 



 
 
That are watering places for pack animals like these yaks, 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
  and as a holy place. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Li-Jiang’s culture is honored by musicians who 
have kept the sounds of centuries-old music intact.  
Most of these musicians are in their 80s, and they 
play professionally almost every day. 
 

 
 
 
On Valentine’s Day, Lu Lan and I decided to travel up the 
mountain with a tour group. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
I am now at the first of the 2 stories where I believe God 
decided to put in place a situation where I needed to 
decide if I would allow myself to be used for God’s 
purpose.  



 
This is a young couple – Wang Beng Yi on the left, 
an officer in the Chinese Navy who serves aboard a 
nuclear submarine.  His wife is Jo-Jian.  She is a 
graduate student in Chinese literature.  They are on 
their honeymoon and were in Lu Lan’s and my tour 
group.  Before I tell you what happened with them 
and with me, I need to explain a little about 
Christianity in China. 
 
 

 
 
 
Christianity is growing in China, but it is discouraged by the 
Chinese government.  Legal churches need to be sanctioned and 
approved by the government.  Pastors cannot be ordained unless the 
government approves it.  This is Saint Paul’s Church, where Lu Lan 
used to be a member.  It is one of the legal churches in China. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
If one chooses to worship in 
an underground church, a 
church not sanctioned by 
the government, a Christian 
risks being arrested.  And 
this happens! 
 
 

 
 
 
In order for me to obtain a visa to visit China, I had to sign a letter 
for the Chinese embassy agreeing not to engage in any pastoral acts 
or duties while I was in China. But, the Holy Spirit had other ideas.   
 
 
 
 
 



 
Jo-Jien shared with me that she was a Christian.  She 
became one in college along with a number of her 
friends – they had joined one of the underground 
churches, where worship is usually held in someone’s 
home.  Jo-Jien and Wang Beng Yi had wanted to have 
a Christian wedding, but their families did not allow 
it.  Upon learning that I was a pastor as we walked 
along the side of the mountain, Jo-Jien started crying 
and asked if I would bless their marriage as a 
Christian one. 
 

  
 
What could I say?  I performed the whole ceremony for 
them.  God merged my passion for God with His purpose 
for Jo-Jien and Wang Beng Yi.  They were incredibly 
happy, and the blessing of their marriage happened on this 
holy mountain, made more holy by God’s work with this 
couple. 

  
 
 
 
Besides Lu Lan and me, these were the only witnesses to 
the wedding.  But it’s appropriate.  Jesus is our shepherd, 
we are his sheep. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
This is Lu Wei, my mother-in-law.  She is an art 
professor at a university in Nanjing.  She became a 
Christian after her daughters became Christian. 
 
 
 
 

 
 



This is Yuan Hui-Ren, my father-in-law.  He is a retired professor in Satellite and Radio 
Transmission Science.  As intellectuals, both of Lu Lan’s parents were exiled during the Cultural 

Revolution from 1965 to 1975.  Lu Wei raised Lu Lan 
while she worked at a factory up north.  Yuan Hui-Ren 
was forced to work in a labor camp while he raised Lu 
Lan’s sister.  Due to the physical and mental mistreatment 
he endured for those 10 years, my father-in-law finds it 
hard to trust anyone, and he lives in fear that the 
government may collapse as it did during those years.  He 
does not forgive what happened to him or his family.  He 
is not a Christian, but he asked me to teach him about 
Jesus.  This is my second story, and it does not have to do 

with me being a pastor, because any Christian can find herself or himself in a situation where 
you are asked about your faith.  On my last two nights in China, we talked about Jesus and God’s 
forgiveness and love.  At my suggestion, he is now reading the Gospel according to Luke, and 
the book of Acts.  After he finishes, we will talk about the books and what he thinks.  It is my 
prayer that he will come to develop a relationship with Jesus Christ before his health gets much 
worse. 
 

 
 
 
My passion for traveling became merged with God’s purpose 
to develop relationships with people who needed God to care 
for them at critical intersections in their lives. 
 
 
 

 
 
 The thing I struggle with is how easily I could have overlooked these people’s needs or 
how easily I may not have met these people at all.  But I am forced to wonder at how amazing it 
is that God has put me in the path of people who love me and in the path of people to whom I 

could show love. 
 God has given us the keys to the kingdom of heaven.  But 
understand: heaven is not simply a place we go to when we die; heaven is 
something that we, with Christ’s help and guidance, can bring about to bear 
in our midst.  If you are a believer, God is counting on you to be the church.  
Some of you may remember the rhyme from childhood:  This is the church, 
this is the steeple, open the doors and see all the people!  As a child, it was 
fun to do.  The problem with the rhyme, though, is that this is not the 
church.  The people are the church!  This building could not be here, but we 
could still be the church.  What we are as the church doing to make a 

difference in someone else’s life?  How are we answering the question asked of us by God:  Who 
do we say Jesus is? 



In 2 weeks, we will be asking you to write out your faith stories to share with the 
congregation and with visitors to our church.  There are some questions that will help you to 
write your stories as you consider your own gifts.  I invite you to jot these down on a piece of 
paper or your bulletin and take them home with you.  Take some time to write out a short answer 
to these questions. 
 
Who were we before we met Christ? 
What in our lives keeps us from feeling as though we are fulfilled? 
 The question on the top is for those of you who are Christians – you’ve already made a 
commitment to Christ.  The italicized question is for those of you who have not felt ready to 
make that commitment. 
 
What do we need to be saved from? 
 This is the crux of the questions in the previous slide.  What about our lives has caused us 
pain or alienation from God who loves us, who has a plan for us as individuals and as a church 
community.  What part of our lives without God do we want to leave behind?  What gifts do we 
need to discover or develop to merge our passions with God’s purpose? 
 
How did we come to know Christ, to be in a relationship with him? 
What would be missing in your life if Christ were not in it? 
 These questions are for the Christians.  The other day, I was talking with someone who 
said that the first question was too difficult for her to answer.  She had been raised in the church, 
like me, and she cannot remember a time when she did not know who Christ was.  I thought 
about that and realized that there may be a number of you in the same boat.  So I added the 
second question last night. 
 
What has brought you to Bethany United Methodist Church today? 
What compelled you to learn more about God today? 
 These questions are for those of you who would not consider yourselves Christian right 
now.  Please know you are welcome here; we are very glad that you’re here!  But I want to 
challenge you to answer for yourself these questions. 
 
How is your life different now after you have come into a relationship with Jesus? 
How would you like your life to be different from what it is now? 
What is missing? 
 Finally, the last series of questions.  The first one is for the Christians..  The last two are 
for the seekers we have with us today.  Although the Christians could answer them, too. 
 
What have you been saved for? 
This question is the crux of the questions on the previous slide. 
 
 Your faith story is one of the most important ways you can help others to know that our 
God is one who loves us, forgives us, and welcomes us into a divine purpose.  Your faith stories 
don’t have to be long.  In fact, I encourage you to make them 100 words or less!  Short and to the 
point stories always have a greater impact than longer ones!  Just to give you a quick personal 
example: 



 I used to be so intense all the time.  I felt such pressure to succeed that I never laughed.  
Also, I couldn’t cry – I didn’t want to show weakness.  But I came to know Christ through the 
Bible, through good preachers, and in meeting people who believed they were serving God when 
they helped poor people.  In knowing Jesus, I’ve come to a place where I’m not afraid to show 
my emotions.  Although I realize I’m still learning and growing, my relationship with God has 
deepened and allowed me not to be so hard on myself all the time. 
 
 My friends, that’s an example of the kind of story I’d like you to write over the next 
couple of weeks.  If you’re having a tough time with it, I’d like to help.  You can e-mail me at 
martin@bethanyum.org or call me at the church office.  Send me your stories – 100 words or less 
– and I’ll respond to you quickly with some feedback to help.  If I get too many stories to 
respond to in a timely manner, I’ll ask Pastors Cathy and David to help me.  But you will get a 
quick response. 
 

Friends, merging our passions with God’s purposes is that process that allows our stories 
and our gifts to help make a difference in someone else’s life.  We are the church, my friends, the 
church that can help to bring heaven to bear in our midst.  We are the people of the church, 
through whose stories we can help people come to the measure of the full stature of Christ.   

 
Let us pray. 

 


