July 4 & 5, 2009

John 8:34-36

A Declaration of Independence

     I'm sure you've all heard of the great illusionist of yesteryear, Harry Houdini. I remember seeing a movie about his life story when I was a kid. Tony Curtis played the lead role-and the film showed him successfully escaping from all kinds of traps, chains and shackles. Houdini was once chained hand and foot inside a trunk that was lowered to the bottom of the Hudson River in the middle of winter and he escaped. Houdini was so confident in his talents that he claimed he could be locked in any jail cell in the country and would be able to set himself free in short order. Every time he was given this challenge, he accepted and did just as he promised. They left him alone in a locked cell and in a few short minutes he would miraculously escape.

     But one time it didn't go as Houdini planned. He entered a jail cell, the heavy, metal doors clanged shut behind him as usual. Then, when he was alone Houdini quickly took a special lock pick he had designed-a piece of strong but flexible metal that he kept hidden inside his belt-and he set to work. But he discovered that something was unusual about this particular lock. For thirty minutes he worked and got nowhere. An hour passed, and still he had not been able to open the door. By now he was bathed in sweat and panting in exasperation, but he still could not pick the lock. He tried all the tricks of his trade but nothing worked.

     Finally, after laboring for two exhausting hours, Harry Houdini gave up and in frustration he sat down on the floor. Then, as he leaned back against the door to his cell, it swung open and he discovered it that it had never been locked in the first place. Now understand, he thought it was locked and that thought, that mind set, was all it took to keep him from opening the door and walking out of that jail cell-a free man.

     I share this story because there is a very real sense many times we are like Harry Houdini that day. We are free. But often times we don't live that way. Instead we live as imprisoned, enslaved people. And this morning, on this national holiday weekend when we commemorate freedom, I want us to learn how we can open the "cell doors" of our lives so that we can live as truly free people. 

Now you may be wondering what I'm referring to. After all, the fact is we are "free" here in the U. S. of A. That's what we were all celebrating (today) yesterday by shooting off all those fireworks. We rejoice at this time every year because in this country we are blessed with freedom-freedom of assembly, freedom of religion, freedom to bear arms, freedom of the press. Essentially, we are free to do whatever we want in the United States as long as it does not infringe on the freedoms of others. But, you know, the truth is, whereas we ARE free in these areas I've mentioned, there IS in fact another area in which many of us are NOT free. Many people—Including some of us in this very room—are enslaved by the OPINIONS of others.

     Now, this may not seem like much of a hindrance to you—but it CAN be VERY limiting to be a slave to the judgments of others. In his book, The Life You've Always Wanted, John Ortberg, refers to this form of imprisonment as "approval addiction". He points out that this "addiction" takes many forms and that it can affect people of all ages. Let me list some of the symptoms of approval addiction, to help you see what I mean. In fact, you may find that you yourself are affected and even now are imprisoned by this particular mind set.

· If you are hurt deeply when people express anything less than glowing opinions about your accomplishments, then you are probably suffering from approval addiction.

· If you constantly think that other people devalue you because of your weight or your height or your lack of hair or your lack of education...you could be an addict. 

· If you feel that in order to prove your own worth, you have to degrade another person..
· If you find that you always live with the nagging sense that you aren't important enough or special enough... 
... or if you get envious of others who get the spotlight more than you do. Well, then you probably are an approval addict. 

· And, what's more, if you worry that someone might THINK you are an approval addict, then you, in fact, probably ARE one. 

Henri Nouwen described people who suffer from this form of bondage when he wrote, "Who am I? I am the one who is liked, praised, admired, disliked, hated, or despised. Whether I am a pianist, a businessman, or a minister, what matters how I am perceived by my world." And, the sad truth is when we are addicted to the approval of others we are NOT free, no matter what nation we live in. Instead we are slaves—always at the mercy of other people's opinions. An old preacher once wrote this in his memoirs, "I was leaving my last church and a woman at the farewell reception was weeping. 'Don't be sad,' I said, 'I'm sure the next pastor will be better than me.' She replied, 'That's what they said last time Reverend, but they keep getting worse.'" I'm sure that one comparative comment ruined this old preacher's day because confusing our performance with our worth as a person is always painful. 

     So many of us are like Sally Fields at the academy now nearly 2 decades ago when she won her second Oscar and then responded by saying, "You like me! You like me!" Like Ms. Fields, many of us think we are good people only if WE think other people THINK we are good people. Sociologist George Herbert Mead described this "ball and chain" that so many of us drag through life as "the generalized other." He coined this phrase to refer to those people in whose judgment we measure our personal success or failure. Think of them as your own personal "American Idol" judges to whom we are constantly looking for a thumbs-up or a thumbs-down when it comes to our performance in life. These "life critics" can include our parents, school teachers, neighbors, spouses, friends, bosses, co-workers, and any other people that we deem significant. Well-approval addiction causes us to SEE our lives through THEIR eyes. When we do this we are never really free because we can't take a step without wondering what our particular "American Idol" judge will think or say.

     And then, another CHARACTERISTIC of people who are approval addicts is that they are constantly COMPARING themselves to their peers. Do you remember the awkward times in the school year when report cards came out? You could always tell who got good grades because they were the ones running around showing off THEIR report cards. They felt GOOD about themselves and were always looking for someone whose report card had less "A's" on it so the comparison would make them feel EVEN BETTER about themselves. How many of you have ever talked to someone about a TV program you watched and prefaced your comments with, "I don't watch TOO MUCH TV but the other night I saw this show...." We use this phrase because we're afraid of people might think all we do is sit around watching TV and eating Oreos. My point is that all of us reveal our "jail cells" with this kind of behavior. We show that we are indeed "imprisoned" by the opinions of others when we constantly compare like this whether it be our houses or jobs or vacation plans or our children's achievements, or our success at work.

     This attitude has enough enslaving power to make us FEEL like a failure even when we accomplish GREAT things. Listen to what one American citizen once wrote at the end of his life: "I have done nothing. I have no ability to do anything that will live in the memory of mankind. My life has been spent in vain and idle aspirations, and in ceaseless rejected prayers that the result of my existence should be beneficial to my own species." Do you know who wrote these words? John Quincy Adams, former President of the United States, Congressman, and Secretary of State. This great man felt like a failure!

     In our text for today, Jesus said that as Christians we CAN experience true freedom. And this morning I want to point out three things that Ortberg suggests—three things that will help push open the doors to our "jail cells" and be as Jesus said, "...FREE INDEED." Think of them as three "lock picks" – three things we can do that will make it possible for us to live as people who are free of the enslavement that comes from worrying too much about the opinions of others. This can be our own Declaration of Independence of sorts.

     The first is the practice of SECRECY. This is a very simple way of countering the affects of approval addition because it involves doing good for others without anyone knowing about it. This practice helps us learn to do good without seeking the praise of other people. Jesus spoke of it in Matthew 6:1-4 when He said, "Be careful not to do your 'acts of righteousness' before men, to be seen by them. If you do, you will have no reward from your Father in heaven. So when you do give to the needy, do not announce it with trumpets, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and on the streets, to be honored by men. I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full. But when you give to the needy, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, so that your giving may be in secret. Then your Father, Who sees what is done in secret, will reward you." Now, please note that our Lord says here that we miss a blessing when we do things to be seen by others. There is a reward that we forfeit when we neglect the practice of secrecy.

     Tony Campolo says that whenever he crosses a toll bridge in his home town of Philadelphia, he always pays for not only his car but for the car that follows, telling the toll clerk, "This is for my friend behind me." Then he looks in his rearview mirror and enjoys the facial expression of the stranger in the car who is wondering, "Who did this thoughtful thing for me?"

     Giving in secrecy helps us to learn that it REALLY IS better to give than to receive. It's much more fun! So, one way to open the "cell door" of your life is by thinking of yourself as "The Lone Ranger" secretly doing good deeds in Jesus' name after which people are constantly saying, "Who was that masked man who did that wonderful thing for me?" Do good things—great things—but do them in secret so that only God sees. When you do, I believe you will hear the "lock" click and the door to your cell starting to open. 

     Secondly, remember that other people's opinions can only enslave us if we let them. Psychiatrist David Burns points out that it is not the compliments that we get from other people that make us feel better about ourselves. Rather is it our BELIEF that there is VALIDITY to their compliments. He writes, "Suppose you were to visit the PSYCHIATRIC WARD of a hospital and a female mental patient were to approach you with this greeting, 'You are wonderful. I had a vision from God. He told me the 13th person to walk through the door would be the special messenger. You are the 13th, so I know you are the chosen one—the holy one—the bringer of peace to the world; let me kiss your shoe.'"

     Now, of course if this happened to you in a psychiatric ward, your sense of self-esteem would probably not rise because you would not assess her opinion as being valid. And this should help us see that we are not the passive victims of other people's opinions. Their opinions are powerless until we validate them. No one's approval can affect us unless we grant it credibility and status—and the same holds true for disapproval. Christians don't live to please people. They live to please God. We play for an audience of One. Christians should not care what others think—unless they know God would care what they think—which leads us into the third thing we must BELIEVE if we are to break our chains of bondage to the opinions of others, and it is this:

     The only opinion about our lives that really matters is GOD'S opinion. In Luke 12 Jesus alluded to this fact when He said, "Do not be afraid of those who kill the body and after than can do no more. But fear Him Who, after the killing of the body, has power to throw you into hell." Our Lord was saying the only disapproval we should fear is God’s! Ephesians 2:10 says, "We are HIS workmanship." The Greek here literally says that God has UNIQUELY designed each and every one of us. No two of us is alike—so it's silly to compare ourselves to others.

You know, you don't have to travel around the world to discover that God in fact loves variety. He made all shapes, sizes and colors of everything. For example, did you know that God made over 300,000 species of beetles? I don't know about you, but wouldn't you call that creative overkill? I mean, couldn't the world have been happy with just 50,000 species? Why did God create six times that many? Did you know that in one cubic foot of snow there are 18 million snowflakes and no two of them are alike? Now, nobody else is going to appreciate this but GOD. I mean you and I can't even see the beauty of all those differently sculpted snowflakes without a microscope. Only God can do that—so He must love variety—in snowflakes and beetles—and in people, too.

       Not only did God create you uniquely, He also custom-designed you for a specific PURPOSE—a purpose that brings our lives freedom and fulfillment. Ephesians 2:10 says, "For we are GOD'S workmanship—His masterpiece—created in Christ Jesus to do [specific] good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do."  When we devote our lives to God's purpose, then we find fulfillment and freedom. You are not here by accident. You are not just taking up space. God made you for a reason. God had a plan in your genetic codes. You are YOU because God wanted YOU to be YOU. So it is pointless to compare ourselves to others—God created each of us unique.

     Do you need a Declaration of Independence today and a Declaration of Dependence on God? It can be yours today.
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