April 24 & 25, 2004

2 Corinthians 11:23-28

ER: Expectations Rescue

    We all have a set of expectations. They come to us from many sources, parents and pastors, teachers and friends. Society and culture. They are all learned. Unfortunately many of our expectations are just unrealistic and unbiblical. We expect health, wealth, success and when it doesn’t come to us we are thrown into depression and when it does come to us we often ask the question, “Is this all.” We find the expected happiness or contentment is just not there. 

     Skip Hollandsworth, writing in the December 1998 issue of Texas Monthly talks about his interview with Troy Aikman, quarterback of the NFL’s Dallas Cowboys. In the article entitled “The Real Troy Aikman” he says: “Aikman is an elusive hero, difficult to understand, clearly driven by something other than fame. On the night of that first Super Bowl victory, he delayed attending a party with his teammates, instead ordering from room service and sitting alone in his hotel room for a couple of hours. Aikman recalls thinking back to the time when he was a teenager — how he thought that all the problems in his life would be solved the moment he turned sixteen and was able to get a car,’ he recalls. ‘Well, here I was at the top of professional football, and I found myself, thinking, ‘Now what? Now what?’ Hollandsworth asked, “Why would you feel that way?” For several seconds, Aikman just stared at him. He appeared dumbfounded that as if asked an absurd question. ‘Well, isn’t that what it’s all about?’ Aikman asked. “To keep raising the bar for yourself?” That attitude is precisely the attitude that makes Aikman such a fierce player but it is also his curse, and he knows it. It is our curse as well. False or unrealistic expectations. Aikman went on to confess, “I’ve always known that the lows have been lower for me than the highs have been high.” He went on to say that after a loss, he does not answer the phone, even when close friends or family are calling to console him. He lies in bed and replays each offensive play in his mind.” 
     There are many people, like Troy Aikman, who live with the kind of expectations that make their lows lower than their highs are high. They are driven by expectations of perfection, so that even when they reach the pinnacle, they cannot enjoy it. No matter how good they are, it is never good enough. In spite of great successes, they sit alone rehearsing what they did wrong and how they need to improve. Sometimes the source of some of those unrealistic expectations is from parents. Sometimes they come from the culture around us. Sometimes they come from friends or people at work. As someone has said, “God has a wonderful plan for your life, and so does everybody else.” 
     But sometimes these unrealistic expectations don’t come so much from others as from ourselves. One person I talked to said, “I don’t need anyone else to place too many expectations on me — I place enough on myself.”   

     As a pastor, I get some very interesting phone calls. Several weeks ago I received a call that confirmed to me just how important this morning's message is. Susanne came to me and said, "there's a guy on the phone who wants to know if we can refer him to someone who can talk to him about his problems." I thought to myself - "if it's a life-threatening issue I'll refer him to a professional Christian counselor. If not, he might as well talk to me - I'm a lot cheaper." So I punched line one and introduced myself. 

For the next 20 minutes, I got to hear how lousy this world is, how uncaring and unfeeling people are - especially church people, how everyone takes advantage of everyone else, how he had been victimized and how he wasn't going to have anything to do with people anymore. At first, I tried to be empathetic, figuring that maybe no one else really listened to the guy. But after about ten minutes of his whining it hit me: maybe no one had ever told him that, "yeah life is hard sometimes, yeah people are jerks sometimes, yes, life is hard but why do you expect a down hill walk all the way?”  So I asked, "Is there anything good in your life at all?" And he just skipped right over my question and went on to the next problem on his laundry list. Eventually, he came to the end of it and hung up and probably called the next church listed after American Baptist East in the yellow pages. 

I thought to myself - "Here's a guy who probably never has been happy and, if he keeps on his current course, never will be." Here was a guy that, like many of us needs an expectation rescue. I realize that most people aren't as extreme as this guy, but a lot of us use similar criteria to determine our level of satisfaction with life. And we risk winding up in the same place was - disgusted, bitter, and miserable. This series is intended to examine and correct improper expectations that are overly optimistic, overly simplistic and overly pessimistic. In my visits and correspondence with non-North American churches and pastors one difference stands out sharply.: their view of hardship and suffering. We live in unprecedented comfort and seem obsessed with the problem of pain. Skeptics mention it as a major roadblock to faith and believers struggle to come to terms with it. Prayer meetings in the U.S often focus on illnesses and request for healing. It is not so elsewhere. My favorite author, Phillip Yancey writes in his new book “Rumors of Another World” writes, “ I asked a man who visits unregistered churches in China whether Christians there pray for a change in harsh government polices. After thinking for a moment, he replied, that not once had he heard a Chinese Christian pray for relief. “He said, “They assume they will face opposition, they can’t imagine anything else.” And in reality, so should we, but the problem with the Christian church in North America is that we are so busy fighting our internal wars over doctrine, missions, how often we do communion, how we do communion, do we immerse or do we sprinkle, reform theology, Calvinism, election or free will, can the pastor wear Hawaiian shirts to preach in, you get my drift, I could go on ad infinitum, that our enemy doesn’t need to be in opposition to most churches and preaching. We are hard on doctrine and short on love. Hard on sin and short on grace. Our lives in Christ should rather invite hardship. There is something deep inside of the soul that knows that the life of the believer should be in hardship so when there is so much comfort out there, we find a way to create the hardship in here.

     One Chinese pastor heard that his wife was going blind. Desperate to rejoin her, he informed the warden that he was renouncing his faith. He was released, but soon felt so guilty that he turned himself in again to police. He spent the next thirty years. Or the founder of American Baptist missions Adoniram Judson, who went to Burma. When war broke out with England. Because he was white and English speaking was arrested, force marched barefoot for eight miles, where he was tortured by being hanged from his manacled ankles upside down each night on a bamboo pole, mosquitoes feasted on his raw flesh. This went on for two years and Judson managed to endure because his beloved wife brought him food each day and pleaded with the guards for better treatment. A few months after his release, Judson’s wife, weakened by small pox died and shortly thereafter their baby daughter. He would kneel beside here grave for hours daily and work tirelessly to translate the Bible into Burmese. Only a handful of people showed any interest at all in the Christian message. He labored for 24 years to see his first convert. He stayed on, in total, 34 years and because of his faithfulness, more than one million Burmese Christians today trace their roots to Adoniram Judson.  (Tell the Gustavo, Tucson, basketball court story)

     I have read enough such stories and known enough saintly people that I am impervious to any hint of a prosperity gospel that guarantees health and wealth. Jesus said these words, “If anyone come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.” Jesus who never could be accused of false advertising said, “All men will hate you because of me.” He who stands firm to the end will be saved…Do not b afraid of those who can kill the body but cannot kill the soul.”

     That is why Paul wrote these words that fly in the face of overly optimistic expectations,

 2 Corinthians 11
23Are they servants of Christ? (I am out of my mind to talk like this.) I am more. I have worked much harder, been in prison more frequently, been flogged more severely, and been exposed to death again and again. 24Five times I received from the Jews the forty lashes minus one. 25Three times I was beaten with rods, once I was stoned, three times I was shipwrecked, I spent a night and a day in the open sea, 26I have been constantly on the move. I have been in danger from rivers, in danger from bandits, in danger from my own countrymen, in danger from Gentiles; in danger in the city, in danger in the country, in danger at sea; and in danger from false brothers. 27I have labored and toiled and have often gone without sleep; I have known hunger and thirst and have often gone without food; I have been cold and naked. 28Besides everything else, I face daily the pressure of my concern for all the churches.

     Gustavo asked me this past weak after three days of pushing stucco for ten hours a day and showing the strain of no sleep because of painful hands, shoulder and knees from work that I am not accustomed to doing, “Pastor Jeff, you look so tired and your muscles are shaking, why are you smiling and singing?” “Because Gustavo today I know I will accomplish what I promised by God’s grace to finish and that makes me very happy. 

     I ask you today brothers and sisters. Are you happy? An easy life doesn’t make you happy. A great portfolio doesn’t make you happy. A great house, garages and barns to put all your stuff in. Remember the words from Jesus in Luke 12 just after the statement about not fearing those who could kill the body and not the soul? 

18"Then he said, 'This is what I'll do. I will tear down my barns and build bigger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods. 19And I'll say to myself, "You have plenty of good things laid up for many years. Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry." ' 
20"But God said to him, 'You fool! This very night your life will be demanded from you. Then who will get what you have prepared for yourself?' 
21"This is how it will be with anyone who stores up things for himself but is not rich toward God." 
     So I ask you again, are you happy? What do you expect from this life. And is your expectation of an easy life just causing you to look for it in one more store or book one more trip, or save one more dollar. Are you happy? 

     There are two basic approaches to finding happiness. You can try to find it from the outside-in or from the inside-out. My phone friend was definitely taking the outside-in approach. The terrible world on the outside had been allowed to destroy the joy of living. 

So, I want to end this message by contrasting these two approaches. Let's start out by looking at the "outside-in type of happiness." 

1. People who attempt this first approach usually exhibit a need to have certain things in order to be happy. They think, "if I could just get a bigger TV, I'd really enjoy watching the Chiefs." Or, "If I just had that new car or truck, I'd be happy." That's how advertising works. Watch the commercials closely and you'll see they're not selling the product, usually. They're trying to sell you on the idea that their product - be it beer, bagels or baby diapers - will make you happy. And it's successful because a lot of people follow the outside-in approach to happiness. 

2. Another characteristic of people who follow this approach is a strong dependence on others to provide happiness. A lot of teenagers say to themselves, "If I could be 'in' with a certain group, that would make me happy." Some adults think to themselves, "if I could just be married to this person or that person, I'd be happy." One that gets me a occasionally - "if people would express a little appreciation from time to time, then I'd be happy." 

3. Finally, people who search for happiness from the outside-in have a consistent feeling that happiness is "out there" somewhere.  Some people think, "If I just lived somewhere else, in another house, in another state, in another world (some Christians think that one)." Some people think, "The road to happiness is to get a new wife, get a new job - something that's more exciting or challenging." 

     How are you doing on the list? Let's look at the other approach - the inside-out road to happiness. As you might expect, it's the exact opposite of the outside-in method. 

1. Instead of a need to have things in order to be happy, these folks exhibit a need for virtually nothing tangible to produce it. Their happiness isn't tied to anything material. Probably the best modern example of this is someone like Mother Theresa. Someone once asked her, "How can you stand living in such poverty in the slums of Calcutta?" She said, the two things a person in her position needs is a willingness to work hard and a joyful attitude." She's happy in spite of what she has or doesn't have. 

2. Second, instead of depending on others to bring happiness, people who take the inside-out approach display an ability to create your own reasons for it. You don't hear them saying something like, "I was in a great mood until I came home. But the kids were fighting, my wife was grouchy, the dog got in the neighbor's trash, and now I'm in a bad mood." That scene may happen occasionally, but more often than not, these folks are not easily swayed by others. 

3. Finally, instead of believing that happiness is "out there" somewhere, they choose to be happy here and now instead of waiting for some imaginary ship to come in. 

Now, don't misunderstand - the folks on the inside-out road wouldn't try to tell you that having nice things and being around nice people, having a nice house, a nice job doesn't add to life. They do. And they wouldn't say that bad stuff shouldn't bother you. It's just that these things are not prerequisites to the underlying sense of happiness with life. In fact, if you could interview some of these people and ask, "What keeps you from being happy?" and sift all the answers ... you'd find at the bottom a belief that "the greatest hindrances to happiness are internal, not external. It's what goes on in here (point to heart) that determines my level of joy in life." 

     Some time ago I came across a story that perfectly illustrates the point. It's called the "The Window:" 

     Two men, both seriously ill, shared a hospital room. One man was allowed to sit up in his bed for an hour each afternoon to drain the fluid from his lungs. His bed was next to the window. The other man, because of his illness, had to lie flat on his back. The men talked for hours on end. They spoke of their families, their homes, their jobs, where they had been on vacation. Every afternoon when the man in the bed by the window could sit up, he would describe all the things he could see going on outside. The man on his back began to live for those one-hour periods where his world would be enlivened by all the activity and color of the outside world. 

     The window overlooked a park with a lake, the man said. Ducks played on the water while children sailed their model boats. Lovers walked arm in arm. Grand old trees graced the landscape, and a fine view of the city skyline could be seen in the distance. As the man by the window described all this in exquisite detail, the man on the other side of the room would close his eyes and imagine the picturesque scene. One warm afternoon the man by the window described a parade passing by. Although the man on his back couldn't hear the band, he could see it in his mind's eye... Unexpectedly a thought entered his head: Why should he have all the pleasure of seeing everything while I never get to see anything? It didn't seem fair. 

     The man felt ashamed at first. But as the days passed and he missed seeing more sights, his envy turned into resentment. He found himself unable to sleep. He should be by that window - that thought now controlled his life. Late one night as he lay staring at the ceiling, the man by the window began to cough. He was choking on the fluid in his lungs. The man on his back listened as his roommate struggled to find the call button - but he never moved, never pushed his own button which would have brought the nurse running. Soon the coughing and choking stopped. 

     The next morning when the day nurse arrived, she found the lifeless body of the man by the window and called the hospital attendants to take it away. As soon as it seemed appropriate, the man on his back asked to be moved to the other bed. Finally, he would have the joy of seeing it all himself. Straining to sit up, he pulled back the curtain that covered the window. Slowly it opened only to reveal ... a blank wall. The curtain was only for show. 

The point of the story is that happiness, at its core, is not something that comes through the window. It's not an external commodity. It's internal, able to exist in spite of the fact that we're staring at a blank wall. 

Honestly, I think most people know in their heart of hearts that the outside-in approach is a dead-end. They know that lasting happiness really is an inside job. 

I have a thought. What if we stopped trying to change the externals and worked on the internals? What if we said, "I'm going to put some effort into discovering a meaningful, God-given purpose for my life. I’m going to examine how tough times might actually be helping me. I'm not going to wallow in the past - good or bad - any more than necessary. I'm going to start saying "no" to stuff that I've been saying "yes" to that's dragging me down. I'm going to develop my relationship with Christ and allow him to rescue my expectations. 

You know what? If we'll do those things, I think we'll discover an interesting occurrence along the way - happiness from the inside out.
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