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Two young fish are swimming along when an older fish swims by the other way.  As he’s passing them, he says, “Morning, boys.  How’s the water?”  The two fish swim on for a few minutes when one of them finally turns to the other one and says, “What the heck is water?”
The point of this story is to point out that the most obvious, important realities are often the ones that are hardest for us as human beings to see.
As an example, let me tell you another little story.  There are these two guys sitting together in a bar in the remote Alaskan wilderness. One of the guys is religious, the other is an atheist, and the two are arguing about the existence of God. The atheist says: "Look, it's not like I don't have actual reasons for not believing in God. It's not like I haven't ever experimented with the whole God and prayer thing. Just last month I got caught away from the camp in that terrible blizzard, and I was totally lost and I couldn't see a thing, and it was fifty below, and so I tried it: I fell to my knees in the snow and cried out 'Oh, God, if there is a God, I'm lost in this blizzard, and I'm gonna die if you don't help me.'" And now, in the bar, the religious guy looks at the atheist all puzzled. "Well then you must believe now," he says, "After all, you’re here.  You’re alive!" The atheist just rolls his eyes. "No, man, that wasn’t God.  A couple Eskimos heard me praying and showed me the way back to camp."
It’s pretty easy for us to realize, given this story, that the exact same experience can mean two totally different things to two people.  And the meaning we assign to the experiences we have in life tend to come from our beliefs.  Those beliefs dictate to us how we construct meaning around the experiences in life.  And because we, in this country, claim to prize tolerance and diversity of belief, we don’t typically talk about where those beliefs come from.  What most people don’t realize, or maybe they don’t want to realize is that how we construct meaning from an experience is a matter of personal, intentional choice.  We choose the meaning we ascribe to a situation or experience.

We all accept the fact that God gave us free will – the ability to choose whatever we want and act on it accordingly.  That’s never really been an issue with most people who believe in God.  But what we tend to forget is that even animals have the ability to choose things.  Fight or flight, this dog toy or that dog toy, where to sleep at night.  What separates us from them is that God also gave us a rational mind – not just the ability to make a choice, but the ability to make a choice based on more than just what’s in front of us at the instant that choice is made.  We can consider long term vs. short term, the impact a choice we make might have on our relationships, or what the cause and effect interaction is going to be.

Well, this ability to choose, paired with the ability to reason is where our different beliefs come from.  And it’s those beliefs that influence the way we make meaning of the events that happen around us.  Unfortunately, some of the things that we tend to be automatically certain about, as it turns out, are totally wrong and deluded.
Let me give you an example.  My baby girl is incredibly smart.  Even when she was younger.  And here’s a conversation we had when she was about 18 months old.  I don’t remember the particulars of how it started, but I said, “You’re not the center of the universe, you know.”  She said, “Yes, I am.”  I said, “No you’re not.”  And she said, “Look at the evidence.  When I’m tired, I just cry a little and mommy comes running to feed me.  If I’m bored, I just scream some and there you are to entertain me with funny voices and silly songs.  When I finish making messes, I just have to exercise my lungs a little again and you or mommy or grandma change me.  All I have to do is lay there.  People have come over and brought me presents, but none for you and mommy, and when they’re here, they want to hold and play with me, not you.  I could go on, but why?  It’s obvious that I’m the center of the universe.”  And I have to admit, the logic sounds pretty good, even though she couldn’t be farther from the truth.
Now I go through all of that in good fun, but if you stop to think about it, we really are programmed literally from the time we’re born to be self-centered.  It’s our default setting; our factory finish.  That’s why two year olds think every toy they see is theirs.  But we rarely think about this natural, basic, self-centeredness because it’s socially repulsive.  It’s ugly.  Sure, people make self-centered decisions all the time, but we don’t want to talk about it.

But the thing is that, as Christians, we have been challenged to step outside of ourselves to consider others first.  That’s what service is all about.

Mark 10:42-45 – 42 Calling them to Himself, Jesus said to them, "You know that those who are recognized as rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them; and their great men exercise authority over them.  43 "But it is not this way among you, but whoever wishes to become great among you shall be your servant;  44 and whoever wishes to be first among you shall be slave of all.  45 "For even the Son of Man did not come to be served , but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many."  

And in Philippians 2:1-8, Paul writes

2:1 Therefore if there is any encouragement in Christ, if there is any consolation of love, if there is any fellowship of the Spirit, if any affection and compassion, 2 make my joy complete by being of the same mind, maintaining the same love, united in spirit, intent on one purpose. 3 Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind regard one another as more important than yourselves; 4 do not merely look out for your own personal interests, but also for the interests of others. 5 Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus, 6 who, although He existed in the form of God, did not regard equality with God a thing to be grasped, 7 but emptied Himself, taking the form of a bond-servant, and being made in the likeness of men. 8 Being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.

The trick of it is that getting baptized doesn’t automatically change our factory defaults.  We have to choose to do the work of altering our natural, hard-wired default setting of being deeply self-centered people who see and interpret everything through a lens of self.  It’s hard work, and it’s work, to be blunt, that many Christians don’t do.  They are, for all intent and purposes, the same self-centered individual 10, 20, 50 years after their baptism as they were when they went in the water.
You see, our ability to think and to choose is both a curse and a blessing.  God has blessed us with this fantastic ability – one that none of His other creations has – but He’s also burdened us with the responsibility of using it to further not our own will, but His.  And He showed us exactly what that looks like with Jesus on the cross, just as Paul writes there in Philippians 2.
I don’t think it will come as a surprise to anyone here when I say that large swaths of our lives are repetitious, routine, boring, full of petty frustrations that, on their own may not be terrible, but build up together until you want to put a whole in the wall with the closest heavy object.  Given our default setting, we assign meaning to these events that somehow, life is out to get me.  Yet it’s within these routine, boring, petty frustrations where we can choose to step outside ourselves and let our Christianity really shine through.

Consider this:  You’re driving down the road, following the car in front of you by the DMV-defined safe distance of three car lengths.  And everything is flowing along just great.  That is, until a big pick-up truck cuts you off as he weaves through traffic at a dangerous clip.  Now there are lots of ways that you could choose to act here, and the most common would be giving this gentleman a one-finger salute, and I’m not talking about a thumbs-up here, while evoking an epic diatribe consisting mostly of four-letter words.  That’s people’s normal reaction to getting cut off in traffic.  But what you don’t know is that this man’s six year old boy is writhing in agony on the passenger seat and the only thing he’s thinking of is getting his son to the closest hospital, and he’s in a bigger, more legitimate hurry than you are.  In fact, it is actually you who are in his way.
Or you’re at the super market, pushing your cart down the aisle as you’re picking up groceries for dinner.  When you get towards the end of the aisle, a woman barrels around the corner and smashes her cart into yours, then proceeds to yell at you because you’re in her way.  And most people would just scream right back.  “Who do you think you are to scream at me?”  But what you don’t know is that this cranky lady has had 4 hours of sleep in the last 4 days because she’s been at the hospital, holding the hand of her husband as he slowly dies of cancer.

You’re back on the street again, stopped at a red light behind a blue-haired lady driving a Cadillac that could double as the Titanic.  The light turns green, but she doesn’t move.  Second after second rolls by, but the Titanic just sits there.  Now most people would lay into their horns, swerve out of the lane, and scream at this little old lady as they gun their engine and screech away.  But what you can’t possibly know is that this lady didn’t see the green light because she’s too busy crying over the husband of 56 years that she just buried, and is on her way home to a house that stands empty for the first time in decades.
Now I’ll be the first to admit that none of this is likely.  It’s highly improbable that these situations would happen to you, but you would also have to admit that they aren’t impossible.  And if you’re operating on your default setting of being deeply self-centered, then you will find all of the above incidents to be highly annoying at best, and incredibly day-ruining at worst.  But if you can change the station, if you can rewire yourself to not snap to those default settings at the drop of a hat, if you can train yourself how to think like Jesus, then you will know that there are other options.

It will be within your power to turn an annoying situation, or even something much worse, into a meaningful and almost sacred event where you can be Jesus Christ on this Earth.  That’s the choice you get to make because God saw fit to give you that ability.
In 1980, a 7 year old boy named Christopher Greicius was dying of leukemia.  He’d always wanted to be a policeman, but he was sick and everyone knew he didn’t have much time left.  Well, he’d been befriended by a US Customs officer named Tommy Austin, and Tommy wanted to see Chris live his dream.  So he got the Arizona Department of Public Safety to swear Chris in as an honorary DPS officer, gave him a custom made uniform, and flew him around in a police helicopter.  And that’s how the Make-a-Wish Foundation was started.  All because a guy named Tommy could see beyond the end of his nose.
So, the next time you’re feeling sorry for yourself about something that’s happened, or you see an opportunity to look beyond yourself, do it.  Give that guy on the corner some change, or the donut you picked up along with the coffee.  Help the little old lady get the groceries out of her car, or throw a compliment to the teenager taking your order in the drive thru about how hard you can tell she’s working.
No, it probably won’t turn into the next Make-a-Wish Foundation, but it’s possible that you’ve made someone’s day.  It’s possible that person won’t forget what you’ve done.  It’s possible that they’ll see Jesus in you, even if they don’t know who that is at that moment.

I can tell you this with certainty – I’ve read of a man who wasn’t so self-centered that He only did what was best for Him.  Instead, He went to a cross so that every man might live.

The world will not discourage you from operating on your default settings because the world hums along merrily regardless of your own settings, whether they are default or not.  Our own present culture has harnessed the force of self in ways that have yielded extraordinary wealth and comfort and personal freedom.  And it’s in that freedom that each of us gets to be who we want to be, think what we want to think, and live how we want to live.  There are all kinds of different freedoms, but the really important kind of freedom involves attention and awareness and discipline, and being able to care about other people, and to sacrifice for them over and over in myriad petty, inconsequential ways every day.  In short, having the mind of a servant.  Having the mind of Christ.
It’s this challenge that God has given to us – to be able to surpass our default setting of self-centeredness and become simply aware of what is real and essential, to step outside ourselves and see what is so hidden in plain sight all around us all the time that we have to keep reminding ourselves over and over, “This is water.  This is water.”
