April 12 & 13th Sermon Series 
 THE F-BOMB: F2
    Jeff has created quite a stir with this F-Bomb Sermon series.  Many of you were shocked when he introduced the title (though I wonder that anyone could be shocked at anything Jeff says!).  His goal has been to redeem a secular expletive and give it a theological spin that each of us can consider.  He has brought you the F-Bombs of Foundation, Faith, Follow etc and you have responded by opening your hearts and minds to the ideas presented in his messages. 

    When he asked me to fill in for him this weekend that set my mind to spinning.  Where can I go with you that would bless you and reach you on a personal level? Never one to be topped by Pastor Jeff, it came to me to give you, not one, but two F-Bombs. Yes, that’s right, this weekend only two F-Bombs for the low, low price of one!  Can I get an Amen?  What are those two F words?  FACING FACTS!  Yikes. I can hear some of you thinking, “  Oooooh, I don’t know if I want to have to face the facts in my life right now. I’m like that lady in the song, The Queen of Denial.  Don’t wanna face the facts.”

     Getting clear with ourselves is almost always painful, isn’t it? The great theologian, George Relyea, always says, “Never throw facts in the face of an idealist.”  When we build a world founded on  false notions, unrealistic expectations, and some pretty rotten thinking we are  sure to dig in and do battle with anyone who breaches our walls and  shows a truth we don’t want to see.  Facing Facts is hard, but it is also necessary.

   Here is what Jesus has to say about embracing what is true about ourselves and our situations.

He is talking with some Jews who have just put a measure of faith in him and yet they become immediately defensive when he holds up a mirror to their denial.

John 8:30-36 (New International Version)

 31 To the Jews who had believed him, Jesus said, "If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. 32 Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free." 

 33 They answered him, "We are Abraham's descendants and have never been slaves of anyone. How can you say that we shall be set free?" 

 34 Jesus replied, "I tell you the truth, everyone who sins is a slave to sin. 35 Now a slave has no permanent place in the family, but a son belongs to it forever. 36 So if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.
     Did you hear?  Jesus shined a light on their misunderstanding of themselves. They were smug and self-assured in their rights and status as Jews of the Abramic covenant. In other words, they were full of themselves which blinded them to an important, eternal truth.  Their ill-placed confidence in status kept them from living a life of freedom.  He basically said, “Face the Facts, folks you are putting your trust in the wrong thing. Abraham didn’t bring your freedom or eternity. That’s what I am here for.”

Did they respond to Jesus with gratitude for pointing out their flawed thinking? Why no. They lashed out at him, evening calling him names. Reading on in chapter 8 at verse 48 they say, “you are a Samaritan and have a demon.”  

That is just what we do too. When confronted with facts that go up against the things we believe, we typically lash out at the person or situation that shows us the hard truth.  

     Remember the old tv show Father Knows Best?  Well, some of you are way too young but you will get the picture anyway.  The family has a crisis of sorts, maybe Betty’s jealousy of her best friend, or Bud’s wreckless driving in the family car. Whatever the problem,  dear old Robert Young makes the children face the truth about what they are doing  and why it is out of line. He then hands down the appropriate punishment with love. At the end of the 30 minute program the kids come to their Dad and say, “Gee, Dad, I really am sorry for what I did. I can see now how wrong I was and right you were. Thanks for pointing it out to me.”  Whatever! That happens in the real world all the time, Right?  Real kids slam doors, pout, smart off, and blame everyone for mistakes…even if Father knows best.  
     Look back at the new Jewish believers in our scripture today.  They have observed Jesus heal a cripple man, feed 5,000 people, and wisely divert an angry mob ready to stone a woman to death.  They have seen these miracles with their own eyes and have begun to entertain a notion that he just might be somebody special.  In other words, they have begun the process of changing their minds and their deeply entrenched world views. Yet, when personally confronted with the facts about their incorrect thinking they do what our teens often do, they shout, pout, and blame.
Why?  Because facing the facts is almost always painful, but it is the first step in an important and powerful process that leads to positive change.

Let me provide some examples from our everyday lives in hopes of creating a picture of  the power and importance of process, and why, I believe,  it is God ordained. 
     Just think about what goes into throwing a pot of clay. It is a “God Thing” that as I am bringing this message my best girlfriend is visiting from Columbus GA.  Please meet Pam and Frank Feagle.   Pam is a gifted potter and has handbuilt many beautiful pieces of pottery.  She can tell you first hand that making a piece that holds together requires a step by step process.  

                                                    [POTTERY VIDEO]
    Vessels molded from clay have certain characteristics that are familiar to all of us.  They begin as lumps of clay, a natural product dug from the earth. Clay is pliable and lends itself beautifully to the talented hands of a crafts person.  The clay is worked by hand and then globbed onto a wheel and spun round and round while the potter uses her hands to form the object in her mind.  The clay yields to her skilled touch and begins to take shape. Concentric grooves appear and the wet clay begins to rise upward….becoming.  When the potter is satisfied with the height, shape, opening, motifs etc. she sets it aside to dry.  Now, why doesn’t the clay simply collapse after the turning stops and the hands are removed? Well, because it has taken shape, a shape that can stand on its own.  The shape is intentional and has an integrity that causes it to maintain its structure.  Even when the hands are removed and the piece stands, subtle activity is taking place within the newly formed vessel.  Air lifts the moisture from the clay.  Minerals in the clay begin to change. When the piece dries thoroughly it is placed in a kiln to fire. The appropriate temperature is key. Some pieces take up to 18 hours to fire. After cooling and cleaning, paints and glazes can be applied THEN the piece is fired again.  Quite a process, but the end result will be a work of art or a useful vessel. 

     The success of each piece is dependent upon the skill and vision of the potter, the quality of the clay, the effectiveness of the kiln and just the right timing and temperature, not to mention careful handling once the piece is completed.   Process. Process. One step at a time.  The master potter does not fire before forming.  The gifted craftsperson does not paint a wet piece.  Process. Process. One step at a time.

     God modeled for all of us the importance of process. Nature teaches us about God’s gift of process.  Remember in elementary school science class you learned about the process of Photosynthesis.

Photosynthesis is the process by which plants, some bacteria, use the energy from sunlight to produce sugar, which cellular respiration converts into a "fuel", so to speak, that is used by all living things. Its kind of what makes green plants green. Most of the time, the photosynthetic process uses water and releases the oxygen that we absolutely must have to stay alive. Oh yes, we need the food as well!

This is a very elaborate God-given process that we need to sustain life.
       God submitted to a process that is quite familiar to all of us.  As we think together about this, we begin to marvel at the absolute wonder of it all…I am talking about the process of human development.  In Philippians chpt. 2:6-7 the writer eloquently speaks about this process when he explains how it is that Jesus is both human and divine.
 In his very nature He was God. 
      But he did not think that being equal with God was something he should hold on to. 
  Instead, he made himself nothing. 
      He took on the very nature of a servant. 
      He was made in human form.

Being formed into a human being is a process that God as Jesus surrendered to.  He was subject to cellular division, budding arms, legs, heart valves, eyes.
(ultra sound picture here)
      He submitted to the process of human birth and development.  He was an infant, an adolescent, and a man.  

     Process must matter to God.  Jesus could certainly have simply “appeared” as a fully grown man, but he did not choose to do that.
                             He was made in human form….

Process.

      What, you may be asking, is my point?  To grow, to move beyond a useless lump of clay into a purposeful vessel requires us to step into the flowing waters of change. We have a part in this process, and not a passive one. God won’t push us into the water, we have to take that step.  Now, I am not preaching “works theology”, but it is clear that we are not to rest on the ocean floor of life as bottom-feeders, just taking in what comes along with no effort on our parts.  There are steps we can and must take in order to get unstuck.
   Sounds simple enough doesn’t it?  However, I have learned that simple does not equal easy.  Many things are simple to understand but not easy to do.

     Case in point, changing anything in our lives.  What could be simpler than this…
Eat fewer calories and grams of fat, engage in regular exercise and you will very likely lose weight, feel energized, and live a healthier life.  Simple to understand. Born out by scientific facts.  Easy to do?

    Perhaps you are overwhelmed by an upcoming project, say, Mother’s Dinner at your house with ALL the family.  Simple enough in theory. You just have to follow a logical process.  Get a head count, plan your menu, purchase the groceries and cook, but…. Easy to do?

       Or….Maybe you need to tell your adult children a hard truth.  You are no longer able or willing to continue to give them money each time they expect it. You know that when you do you are enabling them to remain dependent, like little children, which they are not.  But you have already started this cycle and you don’t know how to break it without alienating them. Remember, shouting, pouting, slamming?  It is a simple fact that the path you are on is not helping them or you, but telling them the truth and sticking to your guns is not so easy, is it?

     Well, I have a secret to share with you today, just one clay pot to another….the secret to having a better life now is Facing the Facts. Taking stock. Getting real. Being Honest with yourself.  Whatever phrase works for you.  Trust Jesus with your fears and latch onto his words as you find the courage to face the facts that limit your life. This is the road to freedom.
Listen to Jesus words in Galatians 5:1
It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery.

     Unless we face the facts that we are indeed under a yoke of slavery called denial we can’t get free.  We stay stuck racing about in circles like a Gerbil on a treadmill. Running to beat the band and going nowhere. Others have broken the yoke of slavery  and so can we. Here’s how.
     Remember a few weekends back Pastor Jeff quoted Proverbs 23:7 which says “AS A MAN THINKETH, SO IS HE.” Well that it true of women too, you know. So, if a person is free from limiting actions and ideas he or she can move about in their world with greater ease…with grace. They can accomplish their goals because they have a clear picture of what is true and what is helpful. In other words, they think well.

    You might want to write this next sentence down.

EVERY ACTION AND FEELING IS PRECEDED BY A THOUGHT. 
Think back to our original verses and the Jewish believers. They began to think good things about Jesus and drew close to him, but when faced with their distorted image of themselves their thoughts turned to resentment and they acted out of that feeling.

                 EVERY ACTION AND FEELING IS PRECEDED BY A THOUGHT

     I can just hear you now… “Well, sure Ange, some people have the gift of critical thinking, of clearly seeing the consequences of their actions.  They instinctively know, not only what to do, but how to do it. I don’t have that gift.”   Perhaps.  Perhaps there are some who just come out of the womb with a head full of healthy thoughts, but that is certainly arguable.

Most likely those people have learned good thinking skills by mustering up the courage to face the facts present in their lives.
    Let’s talk about that a moment.  Where do we learn many of our attitudes, ideas, and beliefs?

    We have learned through good or bad parenting: school: peers: life experiences. Many times the lessons we’ve learned, the ideas we have embodied have to be reframed when a new truth arrives on the scene. Your parents may have told you that boys don’t cry or that girls don’t need a college degree.  Your friends may have told you that you are just like them and so you become just like them for better or for worse. Your boss may tell you that you don’t have the skills for any other job than the one you are doing, and you accept that curse as though it was the final word. All of these limiting ideas blind us to the facts that we can change our lots in life. We can.
    A few months back some church friends and I had the great good fortune of hearing psychologist, Dr. Henry Cloud, address the crowd at a Women of Faith gathering.  He absolutely blew me away with his simple, straightforward speech.  I have been anxious, ever since that event, to share this part of his lesson with others.  You can learn more about Dr. Clouds positive approaches to life in our new Bible study based on his book

 9 THINGS YOU SIMPLY MUST DO.  There is my shameless plug.  
      Of his 9 Things, the one I want to share with you today is essential, and it goes to the good thinking, fact facing process.
       Imagine your life as a movie.  [image: image1.jpg]



My friend and training colleague Kathy Scheller always says, we are all stars of our own drama, and I think she is right on.
      As we examine our lives thus far we can see how we have performed in our movie, in good times and bad.  Most of us have been around a while so we have a lot of frames to examine, and when we dare to look closely, frame by frame, we may not like what we see.  But seeing honestly is essential to improving the future frames of our flick.  Dr. Cloud calls this process, Playing the Movie.  Playing the Movie is code for Facing the Facts.  It  means to never see any individual action as a singular thing in and of itself.  In this practice, you can clearly see the results of the decisions you are living with now , AND you can predict the future results of those same decisions if you hold to it.  But -what if you make another, hopefully, better choice?  Oh yes, but that will require the “C WORD” from this “F-Bomb sermon series….CHANGE!
      Back in the early 1900’s author, James Allen said this about that….
{PEOPLE} ARE ANXIOUS TO IMPROVE THEIR CIRCUMSTANCES, BUT ARE UNWILLING TO IMPROVE THEMSELVES, THEY THEREFORE REMAIN BOUND.

  To be unbound means we have to change, and change can rock our worlds.  But without it, the movie of our lives will  just keep on playing that same old story. Nothing gets better, no growth takes place.  We are stuck in what John Bunyan called, The Slough of Despond.  A mucky miry pond of slime that traps us and pulls us down and down. At first we may struggle and fight to be free but as we sink deeper and our muscles tire from all the effort we resign ourselves to the mud and become despondent.

     So, what will the movie of our lives look like if we change our negative thinking?  What will it look like if we move from fear to faith? Obviously we all want to create later scenes that are desirable and positive. Often that means facing the negative behaviors  we are currently exhibiting and beginning a better practice.  

     Look, it is helpful here to remember, this is a process. We are not finished yet. Our process is not complete. Certainly we can look around and see that some of us have more structure, shape, and elaborate detailing, while others are just being dug out of the clay pits and placed on the wheel.   If we submit to the process then we are on our way to becoming the person God has designed us to be.  This is a dynamic process, not stagnant. Once again I ask you, can you look at the movie of your life and see the wheel spinning and God’s skilled hands on you?

     Let me share a story from my own life of “becoming”.   I have enjoyed a 30 career in television broadcasting, but I didn’t come to it by methodically planning that path. I dreamed of being a Broadway Musical star. I majored in Theatre Arts, sang professionally, and had lots of fun.  In my senior semester of undergraduate studies a friend offered me her job in television.  Since I was almost ready to graduate and had no real plans to pursue my dream, I fell into Broadcasting and let the current take me where it would. AND IT DID!  I worked in Louisville, Atlanta, Charlotte, back to Atlanta, back to Louisville, then to Evansville.  30 years.   But in all of those frames in my life there was a back story.  I knew the back story, and some others did too, but it often wound up on the cutting room floor of my life’s motion picture.  After 3 decades moving from TV job to TV job, and marriage to marriage, I began to really consider moving my back story to the front. 
   From childhood I have had a passion for the Bible and biblical study. I am and always have been a truth-seeker.  Though the crazy quilt of my life choices would not have made that evident, it was there.  It was the back story.

When I was living in Atlanta the second time around, I shared with my best girlfriend my desire to study theology and attend seminary. But I was fearful.  I said this to her, “But, Pam, if I go to seminary now it will take me at least 4 years to do the 90 hrs. of course work. I’ll be in my early 50’s when I graduate, even if I can get in.”  She said, “Well, how old will you be in 4 years if you don’t go to seminary?”   Duh!  She was so right.  4 years from that  very conversation I would still be in my early 50’s and still not have accomplished my dream of theological studies. And I would still be longing to take this path, and I would still frustrated and disappointed in myself. My fearful, limiting thinking was keeping me from moving ahead.  
     My friend had not read Dr. Cloud’s book, but she just knew what I needed to hear. She had an insight I needed, and that insight served as a good guide to help me re-write the script of my movie.  Pam helped me see that avoiding school was not just an isolated decision. It was only one scene, but the movie was going to keep playing regardless, and that scene would dictate the way it turned out.  
Here is what I learned and here is what I hope you will take with you today…..

THE MOVIE IS NOT OPTIONAL BUT THE PLOTLINE IS!!!!

THE MOVIE IS NOT OPTIONAL BUT THE PLOTLINE IS!!!!!

    Let me tell you, that my four years in seminary were the greatest four years of my life.  A new world opened to me which changed, and continues to change, my plotline with each passing year.  My friend helped me improve my thought process.    My friend helped me think differently about a limiting notion. My friend helped my face the facts.  Thank you, Pam. Bless you.
     Dr. Cloud says, “The thing to remember about the sequential nature of life is that the passing of time is not a choice.”  4 years would take too long, in my old thinking model, but I had to realize and respond to the truth that  TOO LONG WAS COMING ANYWAY.  I had to decide what I wanted my life to look like when “too long” got here. So do you. Where do you want to be next year?  5 years from now? 10? How do you want your marriage to look?  Your finances?  Your work life? Your spiritual growth?
     When we think of making a difficult change in our lives such as going to grad school at 47; or beginning a weight loss program; or escaping from an abusive partner; or changing from a dead end job to a job about which we are passionate, we often just think of the immediate comfort that comes from not doing it…from not making the change!

 Our poor thinking causes us to say, “No I won’t do it now” and when we say that we get a little relief because we don’t have to begin the work that is require to study, get fit, get free, or confront our children,or find a more rewarding job.  But that is the big lie we tell ourselves- a lie that hides the future consequences of our choices.  Yes, we do avoid the work. That feels good at the moment. But in doing that, we have made another choice as well: by avoiding facing the facts, we choose to have a life we will regret or even hate 4 years from now. Let’s Face the Facts, shall we?  Because not facing them will lead us to a future of regret and disappointment; a future that promises empty relationships and dead-end jobs.

     When we act as if the present is all there is; we forget that the future is coming either way.   Please get this… immediate relief from hard work is not the only consequence, even if it feels good in the short term.  By avoiding the immediate discomfort, we also sign up for the negative consequences of never becoming the useful, beautiful vessels God is designing us to be.

    Good thinkers have healthy thought processes and healthy practices.  They play the movie forward to prevent negative things from happening.  And they play it forward to be sure that positive events occur.  By so doing, they, and we, can change behavior today that will lead to a more enjoyable plotline tomorrow. If we Face the Facts about our own reality then we have taken the first step toward a better life story.
     Alcoholics Anonymous’ amazing 12 steps have become of the most successful life changing programs in  the world.  What is their number one premise, their first step?  Admitting you have a problem. Yes, that is Facing Facts, plain and simple.  Since the founding of AA we have seen so many lives changed because they were willing to say,with gut wrenching honesty, “My name is Ellis and I am an alcoholic.” They put their trust in the higher power we know as Jesus ,who promised, “When the son sets you free you will be free indeed.” And he has proven good to his word, hasn’t he?
     It is important to realize here that just Facing Facts  will not motivate all of us to make positive changes on our own. Most of us need some support from others.  I needed Pam to help me realize the consequences of my fearful indecision.  I needed the continued support of my family and friends as I made my educational journey.  I needed encouragement from my professors when the course load  seemed impossible to tackle.  All of these encouragers helped me craft a much better plotline for my movie.
   All around you, my dear church family, are resources.  You need only open your eyes, then open your hands and reach out to take hold of those rich resources. They are readily available to you.  Whether it is a support group, a fitness class, a Bible Study, a ministry, a career counselor, a service project,  a prayer group….reach out and draw to yourself the help you need to have a life of wholeness, purpose, and joy.
    Ponder this quote from  9 THINGS YOU SIMPLY MUST DO;

“ PLOT A MOVIE, A VISION OF YOUR STARRING CHARACTER, YOUR RELATIONSHIPS, YOUR SPIRITUAL LIFE, YOUR CAREER,YOUR HEALTH, YOUR FINANCES.  SEE IT, PLAN IT, AND THEN EVALUATE EACH SCENE YOU WRITE EVERY DAY IN LIGHT OF WHERE THE MOVIE IS SUPPOSED TO END.  IF YOU DO THAT AND MAKE SURE YOU INCLUDE THE RIGHT SUPPORTING CAST ALONG THE WAY, I WILL BE HAPPY FOR YOU WHEN YOU GET YOUR OSCAR FOR A LIFE WELL LIVED. …
THE BEST REWARD IS THE LIFE ITSELF, THE LIFE YOU HAVE BUILT OVER TIME.  THAT IS THE REALITY THAT WILL NOT ONLY LAST FOR ETERNITY, BUT WILL ALSO GIVE YOU ABUNDANCE AND FULFILLMENT ALONG THE WAY.  CHOOSE THE RIGHT SCENE AT EACH PIVOTAL MOMENT AND YOU’LL BE THE STAR IN A GREAT MOVIE. ONE SCENE AT A TIME.”
Now those are Facts we all can stand to Face.
 (CD A Rose is a Rose)
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