October 23 & 24, 2004

Mark 2:1-12

“I Doubt That!” Series

“ Doubt the Church is the Institution Blessed By God”

Mark 2
1A few days later, when Jesus again entered Capernaum, the people heard that he had come home. 2So many gathered that there was no room left, not even outside the door, and he preached the word to them. 3Some men came, bringing to him a paralytic, carried by four of them. 4Since they could not get him to Jesus because of the crowd, they made an opening in the roof above Jesus and, after digging through it, lowered the mat the paralyzed man was lying on. 5When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, "Son, your sins are forgiven." 6Now some teachers of the law were sitting there, thinking to themselves, 7"Why does this fellow talk like that? He's blaspheming! Who can forgive sins but God alone?" 8Immediately Jesus knew in his spirit that this was what they were thinking in their hearts, and he said to them, "Why are you thinking these things? 9Which is easier: to say to the paralytic, 'Your sins are forgiven,' or to say, 'Get up, take your mat and walk'? 10But that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins . . . ." He said to the paralytic, 11"I tell you, get up, take your mat and go home." 12He got up, took his mat and walked out in full view of them all. This amazed everyone and they praised God, saying, "We have never seen anything like this!"

     In my straw poll on Doubts this last spring, no one actually said these words but there were so many people who had doubts about the church. They doubted that the church was necessary for their lives. They doubted that the church was anything like God intended it to be. But, each explanation offered to explain what it was that they actually meant by their doubts, it was evident that most of them wondered if God still blessed the church. That doesn’t surprise me really. The church has in many ways been negative in our approach, heavy handed in our teachings and anything but loving in our pronouncements and especially in our business meetings. If we are those things how might we reclaim and hold onto authentic community?

     Sometimes in the church when people feel lonely, abandoned and desperately alone we tell them not to expect too much from human relationships, that there is a God shaped void or hole inside them that no one else can fill. Genesis is very explicit that when God looked at Adam that it “was not good that he was alone.” Well, apparently God has also created within people a human shaped void or hole that God himself will not fill. While the church may be troublesome and difficult the church is the institution that God has established to fill much of that human shaped hole and point the way to God.

     In one study of the Journal of the American Medical Association 276 volunteers were infected with a virus that produced the common cold. The study found that people with strong emotional connections did four times better fighting off illness than those who were isolated. These people were less susceptible to colds, had less virus and produced significantly less mucous than relationally isolated subjects. Hear that? Your relationships, the more and varied that you have, will, when you get sick help you to produce less mucous. I’m not making this up folks. Do you know what that means? If you have good relationships in church, you will actually be less snotty…not more.

     In study after study people who have bad health habits (such as smoking, poor eating habits, obesity or extreme alcohol use but strong social ties in church live significantly longer than people who had great health habits but were isolated. In other words, it is better to eat Krispy Kreme’s with good friends than broccoli alone. God made us with a human shaped void then gave us undeniable instruction to get together, to hook-up, to labor and worship along side one another in spite of the difficulties that those activities engender simply because we are human. 

     One of the great stories in the Bible about community involves a paralyzed man and his friends who brought him to Jesus. Imagine what life was like for this man. What it would mean to be a paralytic in the ancient world.  His whole life was lived on a mat three feet wide and six feet long. Others had to feed him, carry him, clothe him, turn him to eliminate bed sores, bath him. Every activity besides breathing required someone else’s assistance. There was nothing that could be done medically, no surgeries, no occupational rehab, no treatment centers. He had no way to contribute to society. The only way he could help himself was to beg, to be laid on the side of the road and beg for people to drop coins beside him to live each day. E wakes everyday staring at a ceiling of a room that he will never walk out of. He has nothing going for him…except some friends and these friends are amazing friends.

     These friendships did not happen accidentally. Because of his physical condition the deck was stacked against friendships emerging here at all. Even in our day, people who wrestle with physical challenges often say that the most difficult obstacles they face are the attitudes of so-called normal people who are almost always anxious about how to respond, often are unkind, most often look away and avoid meeting eye to eye. This is a fast paced world and it is a very ungracious place for those who can’t run as fast as others. It is a rat race and the rats seem to be winning. Into such a world steps some friends…amazing friends.

     We often speak hopefully about creating communities like the early church did. It is nearly impossible today. People rarely drift into deep relationships and community. Psychologist Alan McGinnis notes that rule number one for entering into deep friendships sounds deceptively simple: Assign top priority to your relationships. The scriptures tell us that the early church met daily together. They ate together, prayed together, talked together on a daily basis. No wonder they grew so close. Then we long for and pine for the creation of a first century community on a twenty-first century timetable…and it doesn’t work. Many people lack the kinds of relationships they crave and lack a church relationship they desire because they have never made pursuing community a high priority. You can’t carry someone on a mat in a hurry and in case you hadn’t noticed it friends…everybody comes with a mat. We all got one. We aren’t all paralyzed but we all have a mat and it can be economic, psychological, emotional and spiritual as well as physical.

     The church at it’s best realizes that we are really in the business of carrying mats. Now many of you are in the “mat management” business. You have become real good at pretending that you don’t have a mat. But I know most of you well enough to know what your mat is. I have mine too. In order for you to be blessed in community and in order for us to reach our highest potential as a church we must all be honest about our own mats. You must realize that you don’t always have to be the strong one, the one who is self sufficient, self reliant. I can do it on my own…thank-you very much but remember what the Journal of the American Medical Association tells us about people who hang out on mats alone…you produce much more mucous in your mattiness than those of us who let it all hang out in community. I have known a lot of people in my church career who have isolated themselves from real friendships, go it alone and 99 and 44/100ths percent of the time…they are snottier than everybody else. In authentic community you can never always be the strong one. You will sometimes have to let somebody else carry the mat and the more mats the church carries the closer we become to the image of what God intended the church to be. And when we become a church or community of mat carriers, doubts like those expressed in my straw poll are diminished greatly. Lets review this story from the Gospel of Mark. 

     1A few days later, when Jesus again entered Capernaum, the people heard that he had come home. 2So many gathered that there was no room left, not even outside the door, and he preached the word to them. 3Some men came, bringing to him a paralytic, carried by four of them. 4Since they could not get him to Jesus because of the crowd, they made an opening in the roof above Jesus and, after digging through it, lowered the mat the paralyzed man was lying on. 5When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, "Son, your sins are forgiven."… He said to the paralytic, 11"I tell you, get up, take your mat and go home." 12He got up, took his mat and walked out in full view of them all. 

     John Ortberg describes this group of friends like this. “Then one of then-the management guy, the one with the MBA says, “How can we get him to Jesus? Let’s have a brainstorming session and remember-when brainstorming there is no such thing as a dumb idea. One of them gets an idea, probably the youngest guy, the tattooed and pierced guy, because he’s an outside-the-box thinker. Dudes! What if we like make a hole in the roof and lower him down…Whoaa!” Silence (long Pause) “Okayyy” says the MBA guy, “Any more ideas.” There aren’t any so a hole is made, the man is lowered and Jesus heals and the scripture says that it is because of the faith of a few close friends not anything about the man on the mat. Good churches are built by servants, Great churches are built by roof crashers. Louis Smedes puts it this way, we have confused friends with friendly people and I think something else is true…we have confused church with churchy people. Real church is a group of people who identify their own mats and then make a primary commitment to carry others on their mats and to be carried on their own.

     Urie Bronfrenbrenner, a psychologist has a definition of family that I think is right on. He says that family, “Is a group of people which possesses and implements an irrational commitment to the well being of it’s members. The key word is irrational. Gayle finished a spread sheet the other night which showed how much cash we had spent on our children’s education in the last six years. It equals the entire amount of money that we have put aside for retirement in the thirty years that we have been working. That is irrational, I am sacrificing a lot of travel, a lot of golf, long walks on the beach as the sun sets to send my kids to school. I do that because they are family. In great communities people carry mats and crash through roofs without asking the question what is in it for me? We build family life centers and create structures for people we don’t even know yet. We start programs for the hurting that have never darkened our doors. We send money to missions to see people fed in a dozen places across the globe that we will never meet. We do those things and dozens more because we are supposed to building family and families “Have an irrational commitment to the well being of it’s members.” And when the world and the doubters see that kind of irrational commitment doubts like the one we speak of today are torn down just like the roof was torn down so that a few friends could get a paralyzed man on a mat in front of Jesus.

     Why are doubts like this so pervasive in our society today? Why aren’t people waiting in line to get eternal life and joy abundant like we know we have? Why aren’t the waiting in line and fretting over eternity like they have been recently over a flu shot for an illness they probably wouldn’t get anyway? Why? Because the church is most often rational and safe and unwilling to break holes in roofs or even fling the doors wide open in an irrational way to for the well being of all those around us. We rather sit back and make sure that everything is about “What’s in it for me?”

     This kind of roof crashing today doesn’t involve the destruction of property but it does involve two little things…two little tasks: noticing and doing. We must notice the mats that people are laying on and then we must carry them to the Savior. It is much like that song I sang today…are you taking people to Jesus in prayer? Are you making sure that you are enough in community to produce less mucous than others around you…are you less snotty today than when you became a part of this community. There is an important implication to this mat carrying business, you don’t love the Father without sharing his heart for people on mats.

     In order to dispel this doubt I invite you into authentic community. There are actually three stages to authentic mat carrying and authentic community. The first stage does involve Guarded Communication. Some people think that you should always let it all hang out and never have an unexpressed thought or feeling. I know from experience that that is often unwise and unbiblical. In the early stages of authentic community we must be deliberately selective about what we reveal and what we don’t. I am not saying that we should compromise in the least but when Aunt Edna says, “How do you like my lima bean, span, velvetta cheese, raspberry jello salad?” You don’t have to say, “Aunt Edna, I could be polite and speak in superficial generalities but I want to be deeply authentic with you. Aunt Edna, the salad sticks, it disgusts me, what were you thinking, you should never be allowed in a kitchen again.” In a moment like that, be polite and superficial.  In particular you will run across certain people with whom you should remain guarded. The writer of proverbs says, “A gossip can never keep a secret; be careful around people who talk too much.” We can’t be brutally honest with others until we are willing to carry their mat and we are willing to carry our mat. 

     The next step is becoming everyday authentic disclosure. Let me explain it this way, in the way that most attracted me o Gayle. The first time I really noticed Gayle was one night at a football game, many of you have heard the story, I had actually met Gayle two other times but she made no impression on me whatsoever. But, on this night I had taken a gorgeous pom-pom girl to her high school’s football game and while she was pom-pomming a mutual friend once again introduced me to Gayle, she had just gotten off work, threw a sweatshirt on(not expecting to meet the man of her dreams mind you) and went to the game with a girl friend. This time I met her she hadn’t coiffed, perfumed and mad-up for hours and when I saw her this time I thought, “I like this look.” Gayle had not engaged in the art of “facial management” which is what make-up is. Make-up is designed to make eyes look bigger, lips look fuller, nose look…uhh…nosier. Make-up enhances the face to hide blemishes and flaws. I saw Gayle in a way that I had never known her before and while I had met her and forgotten her two  other times, this time I fell head over heals in love with her. I liked the real thing, the authentic. But it is not just our physical blemishes we try to hide . Most of us work pretty hard at concealing the flaws that mar our character and while Gayle got perfection that night, I have had to struggle to over come the inside flaws…or was that the other way around? 

     The only way to dispel the kinds of doubts that our culture has with us is to be everyday authentic with them about us and guarded in our notice of the everyday flaws in them. The way to live authentically as a people and a community is as easy as this 1,2,3 step formula.

1. Give up trying to please everybody, it can’t be done.

2. Pursue the courage to express what we truly value, enjoy and love. Even when I think those who doubt will disagree or disapprove.

3. Acknowledge openly when I or we get it wrong, instead of giving into the temptation to hide or manage it or out a positive spin on it. The church does blow it…a lot.

     Ultimately, if you want authentic disclosure you have to be willing to give authentic disclosure. It must start somewhere and I say to this community, it should start with us!!!

One of the most unique and attractive aspect of the life of Jesus was his utter transparency. Those early followers never had to guess whether he was delighted or disappointed. If you were in bible study Wednesday night you would have known I was heart broken. If you spoke to me Friday morning, I was extremely happy that the courier press thinks I am the right guy at the right time for our community. I seek to be this third step in the process of authentic community quite often because I want to be like my savior. 

     That is where you share deeply with trusted friends. Every human being carries hurts, scars and wounds. Our tendency is to hide as if our lives depended on it. In reality friends, our life depends on getting found. There is no healing in hiding. There is some very interesting new research that tells us that there is a connection between self-disclosure and physical health. There is definitely a connection between disclosure and emotional and spiritual health but we must establish a community that is safe for disclosure. A community based upon grace and mercy. A community where we don’t have to pay and repay for the past but graciously let it slip away into the well of love and grace that is life within Jesus. When we become just that all the doubts about the institution we call the church will dissipate and we will know the height, the depth and the breadth of the love of God and the sweetness of the body of Christ we call the church. Let us pray
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