HEAVY BAGGAGE: THE VOICES IN OUR HEADS
Sermon for June 11 and 12, 2011 ABE/LL

Jesus Stills the Sea

35 On that day, when evening came, He said to them, "Let us go over to the other side.”
36 Leaving the crowd, they took Him along with them in the boat, just as He was; and other boats were with Him. 

37 And there arose a fierce gale of wind, and the waves were breaking over the boat so much that the boat was already filling up. 

38 Jesus Himself was in the stern, asleep on the cushion; and they woke Him and said to Him, "Teacher, do You not care that we are perishing?" 

39 And He got up and rebuked the wind and said to the sea, "Hush, be still." And the wind died down and it became perfectly calm. 

40 And He said to them, "Why are you afraid? Do you still have no faith?"
41 They became very much afraid and said to one another, "Who then is this, that even the wind and the sea obey Him?"

Keep that vivid story in mind and we’ll talk about it shortly.

If you are a child of the 60’s and 70’s, you will remember it as a time of strife and change, a very tumultuous era.  Whether you turned on, tuned in or dropped out, the spirit of the day was to raise a loud voice; to be heard.
In those 2 decades, many young people fought the establishment, protested the war, chained themselves to a pillar in the administration building. Warts and all, it is still our generation. Perhaps your parents would  remember those days as dark times for America’s youth and the country as a whole; the rise of an active mind-expanding drug culture; a sexual revolution that blurred the lines between genders, races, and sexual preferences .  America’s soldiers were no longer viewed as war heroes as in wars I and II, but Baby Killers.  The validity of any institution was challenged with strident voices, “Down with the status quo!”  That was also probably the first time any of us bothered to learn any Latin!

The names of rock bands echoed our discontent and our desire to make the world over without censure from family, government, or the church.
Names like AC/DC, The Sex Pistols, Foreigner, Journey, KISS, The Outlaws, Tens Years After, Pink Floyd, Black Sabbath, Traffic, Genesis, Aerosmith, The Rolling Stones and on it went.

There were Race Riots, Marches for Women’s Rights, Abortion wars, Vietnam, Woodstock, Tie-dye, bellbottoms, flower children, communes, Acid, Pot, LSD. The voices were Anti-Government, Anti-Establishment, Anti-Family. Yes, a very stormy time.
All this rage and passion for change wasn’t just an American phenomenon. In Africa 32 countries battled and won their independence and threw off the yoke of colonialism; Ireland experienced what the media called The Troubles as religious and political lines were drawn in neighborhoods and families;  China experienced a cultural revolution which was launched during the reign of Mao Tse Tung and thus began The People’s Republic of China; Students and workers rose up against the French establishment; Students in Poland and Yugoslavia protested the restrictions of free speech by Communism; a  government massacre of students and civilians occurred in Mexico City.  The world was in an uproar! The boat of civilization was swamped by the waves of unrest.
Did anything good come from all the strife?  Well, that all depends on where you stood I suppose, but here’s the thing.  For some set of reasons the whole world sought something…something so familiar and ancient, but it was crystallized in the 60’s and 70’s for many. It was a global desire, a spirit, if you will, longing to be released.  The burning desire for individual freedom is what drove the world’s citizens to fight with flowers, guns, music and words. Like the Young Rascals said, “People got to be free!” Naturally where there is a battle for individual freedom there will be pushback from those who think the individual is nothing. It’s only value lies in what it can produce for the masses. In between the lines of those two obvious counterpoints exists countless other ideologies that want the limelight as well.  One man’s freedom became another man’s prison.  Lofty notions that got lost in media hype, marketing, and the stories we tell ourselves are true in our heads.
I use the image of that volatile generation as a metaphor for the subject today…the heavy baggage of the mind and how the ego is always asserting itself, blocking the way to internal peace; disturbing our spirits and distracting them from what God has for us.
It seems, though I cannot prove it, that challenging time in human history set the stage for the rise of,”It’s all about me!”- My rights, my rules, my agenda, my way or the highway. My Ego. I . Me. Mine. While some of that thinking may be useful in a limited capacity, the message is ever subject of distortion.  Yes, we do have rights, and rules are necessary to get along in society, but the race to have our own way, to get what we want, no matter what, can ruin us.  We have some heavy baggage here; in fact, this may be ground zero for all the other heavy baggage topics Jeff will discuss this summer. We have an addiction, and it is so sinister because it is alive in every person I know. It is alive in me.  We are addicted to the thoughts in our heads and those thoughts are defended by our own Egos.   The ego wants what it wants when it wants it, and the human mind is the trough in which it feeds. Like the shouts of anger and the voices of freedom in the 60’s and 70’s, the thoughts in our minds drown out the quiet sounds of spirit, hope, healing, and truth.  If there is noise pollution in our streets and homes it is even truer about our heads.  We live with an incessant stream of thoughts, opinions, prejudices, accusations, questions, fears and notions about stuff founded on no facts at all.

What is the ego anyway?  We hear that a lot, don’t we?  “He’s so egotistical.”  “She has a huge ego.” Simply put, ego is the mixed mass or collection of thoughts and mental/emotional patterns that are wrapped up in the notion of “I” “ Me” “myself”, but the truth is, that is not who we are.  Those are words about us, but they are not us.
 Let me give you a simple example of what I am talking about.  This very morning, perhaps even just a minute ago, many of us had some pretty unsavory thoughts about another person or ourselves. Oh maybe you just thought, “I don’t know why she can’t get that weight off!”   “Oh no, here comes so and so. She talks my leg off.”  “Why, I can’t believe he just ignored me…didn’t even shake my hand!” Or perhaps your thoughts targeted you. “I hate myself.” “I am so lazy.”  “I’ll never amount to anything.”  Worse yet, the voices in your head may be telling you, “You can’t live if he doesn’t marry you.”  “You’ll lose everything if people find out the truth about you.” “You will never get out of this situation. Never!”   We think unkind thoughts, toxic thoughts, all the time and as we do we feed them with more unkind thoughts, more toxicity, and the addiction grows.  We get more deeply addicted to the stories in our heads until the ability to see what is true is hidden behind a veil of words. We may even kid ourselves that our thoughts are harmless.  “Really. They are just thoughts, after all.”  
In 1902 a literary essay by James Allen was published, entitled AS A MAN THINKETH.  The work begins with these words;

Mind is the master power that moulds and makes, 

and Man is Mind, and evermore he takes

The tool of thought, and shaping what he wills,

Brings forth a thousand joys and a thousand ills.

He thinks in secret, and it comes to pass; 

Environment is but his looking glass.

What is the Proverb? “For as he thinks within himself,  so he is.” 
Our thoughts are not who we are, but they cause us to behave and believe in certain ways.
Just last weekend, Pastor Jeff gave a message on the destructive addiction to pornography. The statistics were jarring, weren’t they? This sad epidemic is nothing more and nothing less than an addiction of the mind.  A craving for something arises in the human brain, something that can add nothing to a life but a momentary release; a very temporary satisfaction. Sadly, each event needs more to satisfy the mind, and the more it gets the more it wants. The thrill lessens so the stakes must be raised for the thrill to arrive. Magazines are replaced with internet sites and internets sites take the addict deeper into the addiction.  As a man thinketh, and a woman too.  Jeff sited Paul’s words about this sort of mind addiction and the inner turmoil it creates;
Romans 7:22-24

22 For in my inner being I delight in God’s law; 

23 but I see another law at work in me, waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within me. 

24 What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body that is subject to death?

There are other kinds of thoughts that kill the soul and cloud the consciousness. When thoughts rule there is always anxiety and discontent…there is always suffering. Our thoughts can keep us from the peace of mind we say we crave.  Something in us “wants the drama, wants the conflict.” Again, this is what the mind feeds on. This is what Paul was talking about. Think of a situation in your own life when someone accused you of something, or someone ignored you. Perhaps someone questioned the way you were doing something or stepped over a boundary you had laid down.  Remember that moment. Do you remember the powerful feeling moving through you…anger, fear, hostility?  Did your mind race to defend itself then turn to mount an attack?  One spiritual writer put it this way;

“Can you feel that there is something in you that is at war, (What did Paul say?) something that feels threatened and wants to survive at all cost, that needs the drama in order to assert its identity as the victorious character in that theatrical production?  Can you feel there is something in you that would rather be right than at peace?”
That’s it. That is the noise in our heads and it can keep us on the defensive, wary and ready for a fight.  This is not good and it is not of God. When our minds race and rage the peace that passes all understanding cannot inhabit our being.
Our heads are not always safe places to be and yet where can we go to be free from the incessant noise there?  Free from the voices that criticize others then tells us we are worthless. The voices in our heads remind us of our failures, and supply fountains of negative energy to our prejudices.  Impossible to be free?  Maybe it has been impossible for you to find relief from the constant mental racket but there is a way to stop identifying with the mind.  We can learn to just be. That is the beginning of the promised peace of Jesus.
Our precious Jesus knew a thing or two about the junk in our minds. In fact, he came to be The Word in the war of words raging within us.  Jesus, the Word Become Flesh, dwelt among us to silence the noise and quiet our troubled minds.  In the gospel of John chapter 14 verse 27 Jesus is speaking to those who are troubled—his beloved friends and followers.  Today we would say they were suffering from anxiety – totally stressed.  Jesus lovingly offers his friends, and ultimately us, these beautiful words, 
“Peace I leave with you, my peace I give you. I do not give as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid.”
Back in the counterculture movement we could hear the strains of “All we are saying is give peace a chance.” While that was and is a noble sentiment, it is not what Jesus is speaking of. In fact the peace in the song is more in line with what “the world gives”.  It is a kind of peace, but not transformative gift of Jesus.  Notice what he says, “Peace I leave with you, my peace I give you.” Jesus has a unique but accessible peace that he has already gifted to all. The task is to quiet the mind with its incessant thoughts and images and let the peace rise, making space between thoughts and bringing with it clarity and truth.  When Jesus says, “Do not let your hearts be troubled…” he is not saying, “Don’t be silly. You are such worry warts.”  He is not diminishing their feelings. He is showing them a way to the peace that goes beyond our ability to comprehend it.  The peace that passes all understanding. The mind must move out of the way for this peace to reign.  The peace the world gives is an uneasy one, at best, slippery and hard to maintain, but this Peace of Jesus is something else. Something of a kind that he brought with him into this world of trouble; the world of racing thoughts.  One Bible Scholar says this about the peace of Christ;
“The legacy of Jesus is not trouble, but peace. He does not counsel peace; he gives it.  He gives peace which is his own possession with death overhanging him. How unlike the superficial talk of peace on the lips of the worldlings! Where this peace dwells there can be no foolish regrets….”

When we welcome the reign of Christ’s peace into our minds we can experience, maybe for the first time, the still small voice. That voice that says, “I AM God”.  “I AM for you.” I AM One with you.”  Aaahhhh! Peace.  Now it can dwell in us richly.

In the beginning of the message I read you Mark’s version of the famous storm story. Jesus and his disciples are in a boat that is being swamped by a raging storm on the lake.  The disciples are terrified they will die.  We can all identify with that fear, can’t we?  Jesus, though, is fast asleep on a cushion at the stern. They awaken the peacefully sleeping Savior who turns to the raging elements and says, “Peace. Be still!”  “Then the wind ceased and there was a dead calm.
He will do that for us too.  His peace, freely given, can quiet the storm of thoughts that tell us lies about ourselves and others; that keep us in turmoil.  Let Jesus come to you. Imagine him soothing your mind by whispering, “Peace. Be still.”  This is a spiritual practice that you can begin right now. Believe Jesus when he says;
“Peace I leave with you, my peace I give you. I do not give as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid.”
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