My sermons are written to be spoken, not read, so please ignore the bad grammar!
Family Matters- Week 2: Together

[Acts 1v4-5 + 8; Acts 2v1 + 42-47]
June 13, 2010
Ryan Gear
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Good morning! This is week two of the Family Matters series. We’re talking about how to love our church family and our family at home, and the title for today is “Together”. 
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You might want to pull your sermon notes out of your bulletin. I hope there’s something you’ll want to write down and remember.
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When the tsunami struck in 2004, a mother hippo in Kenya was swept out to see leaving behind her baby hippo. He was trapped close to the shore on a rock in the ocean
He was rescued by 1,000 villagers who named him Owen after a French student who was living in the village, and they took him to a zoo, of sorts, in Mombasa where he was released into a large penned area that was also the home of a 130 year old, 700 lb. tortoise. 

Then, an amazing thing happened. This orphaned baby hippo started following the tortoise around like the tortoise was his mother. By the way, the tortoise is a male, and its name, Mzee, means “old man”, but that didn’t matter to the baby hippo. He needed a mother.
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At first the tortoise resisted and even hissed at the hippo. But over time, amazingly, this tortoise, with it’s tiny reptilian brain, seemed to actually warm up to the baby hippo. 
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The tortoise even taught the hippo what to eat and where to sleep.
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In the first year, the two became inseparable companions. They surprised scientists with what appeared to be a genuine bond, as well as with a type of vocal communication that they developed. 
Like any family, they also experienced conflict.
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But they resolved conflict as well. 
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The hippo was really scratching the tortoise’s neck when it looked like he was biting his head off. He learned how to scratch like a tortoise. A book and a movie have been made about Owen and Mzee, who surprised everybody with the community they experienced.
So, these two unlikely friends apparently felt that experiencing life together is better than going through life alone. That seems simple, but if everyone really believed this, our world be a lot more peaceful. There would be less division among us. Families would not be so broken. 
We’re very aware of our need for community, which means to be unified, to work toward common interests and goals. I recently heard a news radio commentator say that we are living in the most politically polarized time in American since the since 1890’s. According to him, our politics is as divided as it’s been in over 100 years. It seems like our government can get very little done.
A lot of people are not really finding community in churches either. An alarming number of people are walking away from organized religion because they see something different in the Church than what they see in Jesus. According to Jon Meacham, the percentage of Americans who considered themselves Christian dropped by 10 points from 1990 to 2010 while the percentage of people claiming no religious affiliation almost doubled from 8% to 15%.

I know, personally, some people who have dropped out of church because they want to be part of a community in which people love each other, and the Jesus way of life can be seen right up close in high definition, and the church they were part of was not like that. They find churches who have forgotten their purpose, who argue over minor things, and who are often not welcoming to newcomers.
We also experience broken relationships in our families and among our friends, and the pain of that is enough to convince us that we need community. So, what can community look like? How can we overcome the division we experience? We can learn how to experience community from the Early Church, the original followers of Jesus in the first century AD. 
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Something about their time with Jesus inspired them to believe that experiencing life together is better than going through life alone.
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50 days after the events of Good Friday and Easter, the first followers of Jesus were staying together in the city of Jerusalem. They were probably in what we refer to as the Upper Room, a large open space on the second floor of a home that probably belonged to a person of wealth. It’s where the Last Supper took place, and tradition suggests that there were about 120 followers of Jesus here in this room who experienced community together. 
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Community begins with what Acts 2v43 calls “awe”. 
I. Reverent Awe
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The original Greek word used here is phobos. It’s where we get our word phobia, fear. It’s a sense of wonder at what is happening and also a sense fear in that I’m not in ultimate control of what is happening here. For these early Christians, they were overwhelmed with the sense that God is in control, and they were not, and that is difficult for people like us. At work, you have to at least look like you’re in control. If not really in control, you have to at least convince people that you are. 
The early Christians believed that when they encountered Jesus, they encountered the presence of God, and it changed their lives. 
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A. Experience of Jesus

I think of a guy who was loosely connected to a church I served in back in the mid 90’s. His wife was part of the church, and she brought the kids to Sunday School, but he didn’t take church and spiritual things very seriously. He wasn’t a bad guy. He was a good dad. He was a fair husband. He played guitar in a local band, worked hard at his job, but his wife kept praying that he would have an experience with Christ, that somehow he would become the spiritual leader in their family. 

Eventually he went a Christian men’s conference in D.C. with a bunch of us who were part of this church, and he came back a different man. At this conference, he had an authentic experience with Jesus Christ. He didn’t become a fanatic or a holy roller, doing cart wheels off the walls, but he was a changed man. He gave a testimony at the week after he came back, and he could barely describe what had happened to him. He was filled with reverent awe toward God. 
What had happened was at the conference, he had gotten a fuller picture of who Jesus is than he had ever gotten before. Before this, church was irrelevant to him. Jesus was a guy who lived a long time ago, and according to the pictures, was apparently Swedish and wore a bathrobe. But at this conference, he was overwhelmed with the presence of Christ, and he made the life-transforming decision to be a follower of Jesus. He saw his life differently. He saw his reason for living differently. Those church people became his brothers and sisters. As far as I know, he still plays guitar in the worship band in his church. And he saw his family and church family differently.
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B. Appreciation for Family and Church Family

It’s easy to fall into a rut, to go through the daily routine, and begin to take the people you love for granted, but a family is something that should give us a feeling of awe. Our spouses and children (and church family members) are a gift from God. They are not ours for the using or dominating, but God has entrusted them to us.
Real community begins with a sense of awe, that God is control, and the people in my life, whether they are in my church family or my family at home, are gifts from God. This naturally bleeds into clear communication, starting with God.
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II. Clear Communication
A. God- Cross Talk

Acts 2v42 tells us that the early followers of Jesus devoted themselves to prayer. Pastor Mike made this point last week. Communication with God, prayer, transforms our communication with the people around us.
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Praying and reading Scripture (using your Life Journal) reminds us that God is in control, and we approach life with that sense of reverent awe. My vertical communication with God reminds me of things like “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you”, “Love your neighbor as yourself”, (1 John 4v11) “Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another”. And that changes the way I communicate in church committee meetings, or with my family, or with my friends. My vertical communication with God transforms my horizontal communication with the people in my life, and my communication becomes holy, sacred.

(Click on Slide 18 again to begin the animation of the crossbars moving together.

It also influences the way leaders communicate with the people they lead.
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 B. Leaders- Vision

Pastor Mike has been meeting with small groups and hearing your feedback, and I’ve had lots of conversation over the past year with many of you about how things have been going at Stonybrook. When Pastor Mike asks a group, “So, tell me, what are some things you would improve about Stonybrook”, he could now just answer the question himself and say, “Let me guess, you’re going to say “communication- we wish communication was better at Stonybrook”, because that has been by far, the most common answer to that question.   
Let’s read what Jesus communicated the disciples in Acts chapter 1.
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Jesus, as the leader, cast a clear vision to the disciples. He communicated very clearly with them, and they followed his direction. This is why they were “together in one place on the day of Pentecost”, because Jesus clearly communicated it to them.
When a leader does not clearly communicate, whether that leader is a CEO, or a parent, or a senior pastor, chaos ensues. I’m thankful that Pastor Mike understands this. For example, let’s say a church decided to change its worship service schedule (just use your imagination on this one) and the congregation does not completely understand why things are changing, it will feel chaotic. The people will wonder, “Why are we changing? Is this change for change’s sake? Is this some politically expedient decision? Why are we going through this change?” It’s in the past now, and I’m thankful that Pastor Mike knows how to communicate vision clearly to us. To discover community, leaders communicate vision clearly to the people who follow them. 
Then, when we see our peers as a gift from God, we negotiate with them.
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C. Peers- Negotiation (I put some additional info on negotiating in my blog, so this is a shameless plug for my blog. The web address in the sermon notes.)

Acts 2 tells us that the first followers of Jesus shared meals together and they even shared possessions. They were willing to sell their possessions and give money to someone who had need. They saw each other as peers. They did not try to dominate one another. They lived in an egalitarian community, one in which they were a community of equals. It was a win-win for everyone. This means that we communicate with one another on same level and negotiate with one another. Of course, this applies to our church family, as we share resources and make decisions. Instead of trying to force our will, we take into account each other’s needs and opinions, and we negotiate.

We also negotiate with spouses and friends. I’ve told you before that my wife and I have two cats. She rescued several little kittens that she found abandoned, and she kept three of them. One passed away shortly before we were married, and so she brought two cats with her when we were married. Now, I’m allergic to cats. That sets the stage for the kind of relationship I’ve had with the kitties.
After the kitties moved in with us, it only took one night to realize there was going to be a clash of interests, so to speak. The first night, we closed our bedroom door and went to bed, and a few minutes later, I heard a scratching sound on our bedroom door. I thought, “I’ll try to ignore it and fall asleep”, but the scratching escalated, and soon I heard what sounded like a cat throwing itself against our bedroom door desperately trying to get in- meow, thud, thud. So, Hannah got up and opened the door, and the cat quickly jumped into bed with us, walked back and forth across my feet, and laid down on my legs. The other cat decided it was time to play and chased a toy mouse around our bedroom from midnight to 2 or 3 am. Being newlyweds, we let this go on for a few weeks until finally the dark circles under my eyes were no longer possible to ignore.

And I was angry. I made it clear that I didn’t like sleeping with cats. We had a “It’s me or the cats” kind of discussion, and I tried to dominate the discussion. It was the first big argument of our marriage. It was late and obvious that we weren’t going solve the problem that night, so Hannah went to bed. I stayed up because I was taking a seminary class on relating to other people in a healthy way (ha ha) and had to read a chapter in my textbook.
The reading assignment was chapter 8 in book by David W. Johnson entitled Reaching Out, and the chapter was entitled “Resolving Interpersonal Conflict”. It was all about negotiation. As I read, I knew that we had to negotiate a solution that worked. Hannah would get to keep the cats, and I would get to sleep. So I finished the chapter and got online and found this.
We call this the Kitty Palace.
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No, this is not a cage for two German Shepherds. It’s a castle for two cats. They sleep in this. It has their litter box, water, bedding and plenty of room to move around in. You can see it’s bigger than our fireplace. Amazingly, when it’s time to put the kitties to bed, they go inside, and they’re quiet all night. It was a win-win for both of us. So, experiencing community requires negotiating with our peers.
As much as we need negotiate, in any relationship, there are times when misunderstanding and hurt takes place. When that happens, we need to decide if really believe that it is better to experience life together than to go through life alone. And if we think it is, we have to become experts in…

III. Forgiveness
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In Acts 2v36-38, Simon Peter preached the basics of the Gospel to the people assembled. He said, “6 "Therefore let all Israel be assured of this: God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Messiah." 37 When the people heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and the other apostles, "Brothers, what shall we do?"  38 Peter replied, "Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. 39 The promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off—for all whom the Lord our God will call."
This is, again, the vertical and horizontal relationship described in Cross Talk. First, as followers of Jesus, we receive forgiveness from God.  
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A. From God

 Scripture teaches that every person is a sinner, which means to fall short of God’s goal for humanity. We’re all in the same boat, and to follow Christ means that we turn from sin and turn to follow Him. 
When we recognize our own need for forgiveness from God, we also recognize that we must forgive those who “trespass against us”. So, in order to experience community, we forgive others, and we receive forgiveness from them.
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B. From and To Other People

Some people get involved in a church and expect it to be like an Acts 2 utopia all of the time. As much as we try, no church is perfect, and there will always be times when you are let down. Even in church, you will be hurt by people. The difference is, in the church, most people are doing their best to journey toward wholeness, but you will still be hurt.      
Some people, when they get hurt, react to it by saying, “That’s it! I’m done with the Church. I’m done with organized religion”. Some people who are new to church walk away at the first sign of conflict. They blame the entire Church all over the world for one person’s mistake. “I’ll never be part of a church again”. 
If you refuse to forgive when you’re hurt, you will never experience community. By refusing to forgive, you say that it’s better to be alone than to live life together.
Applying this to our families, isn’t it true that most hurt, the deepest hurt, seems to come from family members, and family members can be the hardest to forgive? It’s important to realize that forgiveness doesn’t equal trust. Trust is built over time. Forgiveness does mean forgetting. 

Forgiveness means that I let the other person off the hook. It’s moving on and not holding the offense against the person any longer. Forgiveness often does more good for the forgiver than it does for the one forgiven. It’s been said that not forgiving someone is continuing to hurt yourself even after the offender has stopped hurting you. 
A songwriter named BA Robertson had a conflicted relationship with his father for years. There were times when he tried to put his thoughts on paper to smooth things over with his father, but he just didn’t do it. His father died suddenly, and Robertson never had another chance to have that conversation with his father, and he expressed his regret on a song performed by Mike and the Mechanics back in 1989 called “The Living Years”. Here’s the last verse.
Show Slides 27- 29 (The music will play automatically when you click to Slide 27. The slide will automatically advance to Slide 28 and 29 while the song continues. Then, after Slide 29, you will have to advance the remainder of the slides manually.)
We never know when we will have no more chances to have those forgiving conversations, and community is not possible without them. Whether the forgiveness needs to take place between people in a church or in a biological family, there can be no community without forgiveness. For followers of Jesus, God has forgiven us, and we respond to God by forgiving those who hurt us, and we accept forgiveness from others when we hurt them. So, who do you need to forgive?
I’ll close with this story. When it’s difficult to forgive, it helps to see the blessings that can come even out of hurt. Back in late April/early May, I heard from my biological father who I had not heard from since I was 19 years old. We talked twice when I was 19 for the first time. We have talked before or since. I sent him a father’s day card several years ago, and never got a response. He contacted me out of the blue, and somewhat shockingly to me, ended up saying some hurtful things to me. I asked myself, “What kind of a person would say hurtful things to a child he abandoned?”
That night, Hannah and I were standing in our kitchen, and she asked me how I was feeling about it, and I said, “Well it’s hurts, but it is also a blessing in disguise”. Even two years ago, it would have hurt a lot worse, but over the past 10-12 years, and especially during the last couple of years, I have experienced a great amount of healing in the hurt caused by my lack of relationship with my dad. My seminary program required students to go through counseling, and it was one of the best things I’ve ever done.

I said, “So, while it still hurts, it has shown me that, as weird as this might sound, as an adult male, I have the ability to father myself in a sense. I can provide the things for myself that I did not receive from my biological father, and someday I will be a better dad because of it.

That was a Thursday. Three days later, on the following Sunday, right after worship service, Hannah took a pregnancy test, and it was positive, so we’re expecting. We’re now 12 weeks in, at the end of the first trimester. So, we appreciate your prayers.
I will remember that will for all of my life. I believe it was a gift from God. I had a painful experience that helped me realize I was ready to be a dad, and then three days later, on a Sunday, I found out that I would be one.

The due date is December 29, and I didn’t even think about this, but a mentor of mine said, you hope the baby is born in 2010 so you can get a tax deduction for this year. I had never thought of that. That’s a practical view point. I have one last picture to show you. Hannah went shopping for maternity clothes, and this store is brilliant. 
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In the middle of the store, they have a section with chairs and a flat screen TV with ESPN on the TV, so the guys have something to do while their wives shop. What brilliant marketing!
In a time when we need community so badly, Jesus inspires us to experience life together instead of going through life alone. 
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To experience community, we begin with a sense of awe that God is in control and that the people in our lives our gifts from God. We communicate clearly, and we forgive. Let’s pray.
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