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Sermon #3, from series - Cup of Coffee by L. Sweet


I don't think you are going to like what I have to say today.  In my study for this message I came across a point of view, based on research that shocked me...perhaps it will shock you too.  


The author wrote,  “ Despite the realities of a soaring divorce rate, broken families, abused children, and neglected 'together time', our culture is beginning to make the family into one of the most revered idols at which we kneel and worship.  Family has become the new idolatry.  In her book, “Confronting the Idolatry of the Family”, theologian Janet Fishburn declares that we have succeeded in elevating an idealized version of the family over and above God.  Yet the Bible is clear that nothing must come between God and us, or before our faith in God.  Fishburn urges us, that as we strive to build stronger families, that we not give family first place in our lives.


  That is hard for some of us to hear.  Some of us strive for our family to be a foundational place of strength and comfort.  William Easum in his book   “Sacred Cows Make Gourmet Burgers” writes, ‘family is never a priority issue in the Scriptures.  It is mentioned only 6 times in the New Testament and never in relation to a congregation.  Family is always secondary to Christ's claim on us.  On several occasions, Jesus de-emphasized the importance of family, saying that family obligations came behind the demands of discipleship.”  Wow, that might be very disconcerting for some of us.


Jesus did not hold back on the topic.  If you were going to be his disciple, you must put the mission of the kingdom of God before caring for dead family members.  Harsh!  He said anyone wishing to be his disciple must be willing to hate his father, mother, wife, and sibling.  He even said he came to cause divisions in the family. When I read these words, my first reaction is, 'there must be some mistake in translation...gentle Jesus our brother kind and good  would never say anything so callous would he?  How can this make sense to us as Christians?


The question with which we have to wrestle is this:  Can these two ideologies co-exist as priorities in our lives:  Christianity and Family?   Or, must we choose one over the other?    I think that there is a way to legitimately harmonize the two, as two essential dimensions of a Christian life?


Do you remember the name Rabbi Harold Kushner?  He wrote, among other things, “When Bad Things Happen to Good People”.  Listen to this little life story he writes.


One warm summer day on a beach, 3 children played in the sand, working hard at the water's edge.  They built an elaborate sand castle with gates and towers and moats.  They had nearly finished when a big wave came along and knocked it down, reducing it to a heap of wet sand.  How do you think they reacted?


They ran up the beach, further away from the water's edge, laughing and jumping, and holding hands.  Eventually they sat down and built another castle.


Kushner writes, “All the complicated structures in our lives, on which we spend so much time and energy, are built on sand.  When the wave comes along and knocks down what we have worked so hard on, only the person who has somebody's hand to hold will be able to laugh. 


What do you make of that?  Have you got someone who's hand you can hold?  Holding hands makes the world easier to handle.  Holding hands eases hurt, pain, and disappointment.  Holding hands helps deter wrong actions.  Holding hands allows the frightened person to move more readily toward God.


Jesus was a hand holder of sorts.  Henri Nouwen referred to Jesus as the Wounded Healer.  He met people where they were physically and emotionally.  He let the weeping woman anoint his feet with ointment and tears.  He touched the crowds and healed their troubled spirits.  He had compassion for others.  He touched the lepers.  He journeyed alongside people wherever their paths took them, even in their sorrow, sin, illness and despair.  He loved them.


His call of others to discipleship was a call to love, to be in relationship with the world around them.  Being a disciple of Jesus means journeying with.  That includes being with others in sorrow and celebration, suffering and rejoicing.  It means generous unselfishness and great reward.


Jesus was called by God to a unique sacrificial role. He lived as a suffering servant and called others to that as well...to a place of unselfishness, away from self- centeredness.  He was a powerful, articulate, compelling leader, but first and foremost a loving servant.


If you and I are to be faithful to God's mission as we see in Jesus Christ, it means deliberate, intentional development of our own gifts, and maximizing our own potential so that we have something to give and some thing to serve. 


There is probably no one that does not know the name Craig Keilburger.  He is from Thornhill and at the age of 12 had a growing  awareness of kids around the world who were suffering from lack of clean drinking water, and accessible medical care.  He took a stand that grew and evolved over time.  His stand became stronger.  His compulsion to serve, to reach out to others, to make a difference evolved and blossomed over time.  He developed his gifts.  He listened to his heart.  He served.  He changed the world and the lives of millions of young people here in Canada and throughout the world.


Leonard Sweet says there should be 2 choirs at work in the soul of Christians.  On one side they should hear the sweet sound of a call to full self-expression and personal development.  In Christ, Christians are called to discover the full extent of themselves and their gifts.  On the other side, they should hear another choir calling them to practice self-sacrifice.  It is only in service to others that the Christian becomes most fully Christlike.


The Holy Spirit of God continually extends to you and to me, an invitation to make choices about how we will live each day in our quest for being in harmony with God's mandate to be a disciple of Christ.  The call to Christianity is a call to family.  When the lawyer asked Jesus,  “who is my neighbour whom you say I must love, we must also ask ourselves, 'Who is our family?'  and how tight do we draw the limits on that? 


I have no idea what your personal daily routine is like, but this is my enthusiastic encouragement to each one of you.  Stop the madness.  Stop the chaos.  Stop the busyness.  Find a time each and every day...beginning, middle or end....and sit quietly.  You don't have to pray in words...just sit quietly and invite God's Spirit to move, to speak, to just help you to know that it is with you.  Just stop and be still and listen to what God might want to say to you.   God might want to bless you, or to give you a word, or direction for your day.  There may be someone God longs for you to minister to.  But stop for a quiet, expectant moment and just listen.  


Many families used to enjoy the tradition of Sunday night dinner.  The whole family would gather.  It would be a time of re-connecting, laughter, and care.  One family I know always used to put an empty chair at the table.  It reminded them that there was always room and food for one more, they were called to share, the door was open, hospitality was offered.  Their family knew no limits.


Who knows the impact of our current economic climate.  It could get very severe and the burgeoning demographic of those who already 'have not' will only increase.  We are hearing on the news already, horrific stories of those who cannot cope with the economic pressure caused by the downturn in the economy.  


Where are our empty chairs?  Where are our extra portions?  Where is our longing to share and to reach out to serve others?  Who is our family?  What is Christ's example?


Discipleship is about relationship...how can you put God first and listen to His call on your life, to be His disciple?  How can you, as a disciple of the One who's name is Love, care for one another?

Amen
