What We’re All About: “R Is For Real”  
Reconnect – November 25, 2007

Text: Ephesians 4:1-2; Luke 5:27-32; Matthew 11:28-30
Key Thought: Reconnect being real is about each of us learning to be honest with ourselves and open with each other, and as we do, to treat each other with the same love and acceptance that Jesus shows us.   
1 Therefore I, a prisoner for serving the Lord, beg you to lead a life worthy of your calling, for you have been called by God.  2Always be humble and gentle.  Be patient with each other, making allowance for each other’s faults because of your love.  (Ephesians 4:1-2, NLT)
Series Intro: What We’re All About – “R is for...”
· This morning is something I’ve been looking forward to for a long time – and trying to live out even longer than that
· It’s the first of an intermittent series on our five values – what we’re all about
· You see a lot about core values these days, in organizations – but it’s easy to wind up valuing everything and therefore nothing
· We’ve talked about our vision statement already – “We want to love God, help people and build community” – and our values guide how we put it into action
· We want to rely on God; be real with each other; respond to people’s needs; be relevant to our larger world; and reproduce ourselves, so that we can continue to grow and flourish
· And of course, because we are Barrhaven, the ideal way to represent these guides for our path quickly appeared – just down Jockvale from my house
· We’re up to four roundabouts in Barrhaven now – knowing how to navigate one separates the inhabitants from the visitors – and we’re looking forward to seeing these values at work in the mix
Intro:  WSIB Commercials – Danger Lurks Below The Surface
· [play series of WSIB workplace safety commercials]
· This series of ads was launched about a year ago  by Ontario’s Workplace Safety Board – and they’ve continued to add to it since
· They’ve generated a lot of controversy – people have said there’s too much violence, that they’re too graphic, that it’s gratuitous and shocking

· And WSIB has said, “Yes” – because that’s what they wanted, to try to show how workplace safety is important and even a matter of life and death

· Each ad starts out with everything appearing very normal – just another normal routine day, a routine event – and then tragedy strikes, and we realize that what looked normal just a moment ago was actually very, very dangerous and led to a tragedy

· That’s where the shock comes in, right?  Everything LOOKS fine, on the outside – and then something happens that was totally unexpected, leading to a horrible tragedy

· As I thought about this series of ads over the last month or so, I realized that this pattern wasn’t just about workplace safety – it’s about our lives, too

· We spend a lot of time making sure that our outsides appear well put together – that we’re feeling good about ourselves, that we’ve got a great marriage, that our family is close-knit and loving, that our job is going well and that we’re successful, with lots of money and happiness
· Unfortunately, as we all know, rarely is that ever all the case
· At any given time we’ve generally all got something or other in our lives that’s difficult - we know that, we live with it, we try to deal with it on our own or inside the walls of our house, usually

· However, we’re always shocked if and when the problems crop up in someone else that we know – because we seem to think that even though we know our image isn’t exactly accurate, that everyone else actually DOES have it all together

· So when tragedy strikes someone that we know – a husband walks out on a family for a workplace affair, a teenager has a drug overdose, the family down the street goes bankrupt and loses their house, you find out that friends are separating and on their way towards divorce – we’re shocked and perplexed

· “How could this have happened?  They seemed so happy!”  

· And then, “How come they didn’t tell me?  How come I didn’t know?  How come I couldn’t tell?”

· But the truth is, it was predictable – a consequence of our imperfect lives, combined with living behind a facade of having it all together that we maintain at almost any cost

· Perhaps there needs to be a new set of ads, but these ones set in our homes, in our neighbourhoods, in the rest of our lives – because life doesn’t have to be this way

No-One Is Immune
· Now maybe you’re thinking: “Isn’t it too early in the message for the whole “Jesus is the answer thing”?  Shouldn’t there be some other stuff first?”
· But here’s another problem: frankly, it doesn’t seem like Jesus IS the answer for this, if the experience of people INSIDE the church is any indication

· From what I’ve seen in the last 12 years, we are just as bad or worse than anyone else for faking it – for keeping up appearances while our lives slide into the toilet, and never asking for help until the damage has long been done

· Pollsters have reminded us again and again that there is no significant difference in how life seems to happen or the poor choices made for those regularly attending church versus those regularly attending Starbucks or Happy Hour or wherever else

· And even when we see those statistics, we STILL kid ourselves and say, “Well, those must be some OTHER people somewhere, because that’s not ME – it could never be ME”

· Denial, as the saying goes, is not just a major tributary in North Africa, it seems

· Well, here’s what I have to say to all this, as someone who spent way too long faking it: Let’s Get Real
Paul: Let’s Get Real (Read Text: Ephesians 4:1-2)
· Coincidentally enough, even if a lot of the time I seem to ignore it, the Bible says roughly the same thing, and that’s what I’d like to take a little time with this morning

· I’m looking at the letter that Paul wrote to the churches in the region of Ephesus – one of the most religious cities of any time, anywhere, where people just LOVED to fake it, for whatever god or gods they might be following or associated with

· Here’s what he said to the people who were trying to follow Jesus:
1 Therefore I, a prisoner for serving the Lord, beg you to lead a life worthy of your calling, for you have been called by God.  2Always be humble and gentle.  Be patient with each other, making allowance for each other’s faults because of your love.  (Ephesians 4:1-2, NLT)

(Prayer)

A Closer Look

· You know, ironically enough, the first time I was introduced to this particular section of the Bible was when I started Bible College – one of my first year courses was taught by a former minister who made a career out of being different than everyone else – mouthy, sarcastic, the “bad boy” of the faculty, who loved to make fun of everyone and everything (I know, you’re finding it hard to believe, but it IS possible)

· But that’s not why I’m saying it’s ironic: it’s ironic because it was at Bible College that I really learned how to fake it, even better than I ever had learned in church as a teenager

· There’s something about Bible Colleges that make them an ideal environment for fakery-creation – well, it’s actually just about everything, and it’s something that has to be battled every day if it’s going to be overcome
· So, yeah – I learned to fake it at Bible College, and then I learned to hate faking it, and then I got myself kicked out, and then I learned that trying to help is generally better than being a hater

· Paul came out of the most intensely religious background anyone could have – no-one could have faked it better than him, and I’m sure he faked it many times on his way to the top in his life before Jesus got his full attention

· But he’s done faking now – and in fact, he can’t fake it – he’s in prison, he’s getting older, he’s not hip or sexy or flashy or cool anymore – it’s just him and what he’s learned

· And he’s begging – not commanding, even though he could – he’s begging – he’s wide open real, asking them one thing: to live a life “worthy of their calling” – the calling that God gave them

Calling?

· This word “calling” isn’t one we hear a lot anymore
· We might hear that someone who does something very worthwhile is following a “high calling” – like a teacher, or a doctor – where something noble is being done, something extraordinary, something that not everyone would choose to do, but something that seems to choose THEM

· And that’s some of what this means here – fundamentally, a “calling” is the idea of a demand on one’s life, more than a request or an “ask”, it has the idea of an offer you just can’t refuse – a direction for your life that is laid out in advance, that demands a choice to get into, and then once you’re in, it’s a course that’s predetermined
· Paul says that they need to live up to their calling – and the calling of someone who follows Jesus is simple, if difficult: to be just like Jesus – and that means, to be REAL
Jesus On Real: Calling Levi, in Luke 5:27-32

· One of the events of Jesus’ life lays this out pretty well – and Paul may have even had this one in mind, because it was his good friend Luke who wrote about it in his biography of Jesus

· And here it is, from Luke 5:27-32: (explain sections in red as I tell it)
27Later, as Jesus left the town, he saw a tax collector named Levi [aka Matthew] sitting at his tax-collection booth.  ‘Come, be my disciple!’ Jesus said to him.  28So Levi got up, left everything, and followed him.  29Soon Levi held a banquet in his home with Jesus as the guest of honour.  Many of Levi’s fellow tax collectors and other guests were there.  30But the Pharisees and their teachers of religious law complained bitterly to Jesus’ disciples, ‘Why do you each and drink with such scum?’  31Jesus answered them, ‘Healthy people don’t need a doctor – sick people do.  32I have come to call sinners to turn from their sins, not to spend my time with those who think they are already good enough.’  (Luke 5:27-32, NLT)

Back To Paul: What Does Calling Look Like?
· So back to Paul, who’s driving this whole real thing: he says that being real is two things – to be humble – which is about perspective – seeing things, and especially ourselves, as we really are, no better and no worse – and gentle – which is about our interactions with others, being patient with others and not holding their mistakes against them

· How does Jesus do that?  Well, this whole section is about calling, actually – first Jesus CALLS Matthew – makes an unreasonable demand on him, out of love and a notion that Matthew was made for more than cheating people and being hated in return
· And then, when a grateful Matthew throws a party for Jesus and invites all his friends – lays his whole life in front of Jesus, really – the religious people are outraged that Jesus is having a blast with these cheats and sympathizers and scammers

· Jesus takes that opportunity to illustrate calling – that He was all about touching the lives of those who knew they needed it, who could be REAL about it, not those who were faking it and kidding themselves
· Jesus is gentle here – he’s hanging out with people who have made a lot of mistakes, but he’s not reminding them of it – he’s enjoying the hospitality of someone who still has a lot of issues, and is just having a good time in doing it – he’s keeping it REAL

· And Jesus is also humble here – because when he’s challenged, he’s REAL with the religious types: he tells them straight that if they’re going to be phony and upset that people are reconnecting with God, that there’s no help for them coming from him – but for those who recognize that they are all screwed up, or worse, that there’s all kinds of help – healing, acceptance, purpose, love

Jesus Is Still Looking For Real, Even Now:

· The beauty of it all is that Jesus hasn’t changed – he’s still looking for people who are willing to risk being real – who will have the courage to lay themselves out there, and the grace to accept the flawed and hurting people around them
· The late Mike Yaconelli said this about being REAL, (and think about the skit we saw earlier, as you read this) in his refreshing book Messy Spirituality:
“There is no room for pretending in the spiritual life.  Unfortunately, in many religious circles, there exists an unwritten rule.  Pretend.  Act like God is in control when you don’t believe he is.  Give the impression everything is okay in your life when it’s not.  Pretend you believe when you doubt; hide your imperfections; maintain the image of a perfect marriage with healthy and well-adjusted children when your family is like any other normal dysfunctional family.  And whatever you do, don’t admit that you sin.  Practically, pretending is efficient, uncomplicated, and quick...  Pretending is the grease of modern nonrelationships.  Pretending perpetuates the illusion of relationships by connecting us on the basis of who we aren’t.  People who pretend have pretend relationships.  But being real is a synonym for messy spirituality, because when we are real, our messiness is there for everyone to see.” (Yaconelli, Messy, 26-27)
· If you and I are ready to stop pretending that God doesn’t see us as we are, and that we don’t have it all together, and that we actually DO need God and we’re not just doing him a favour on Sunday mornings in being seen with him – well, then we’re ready for something amazing

· And if you and I are ready to admit that we’re just as screwed up as the people around us are, and that we DON’T have it all together, but that we’re on to something, because Jesus is at work in us – well, then we’re ready to introduce Barrhaven to something that will change it forever – the love and acceptance of God Himself

· One more quote from Yaconelli:

“We talk our way out of the spiritual life by refusing to come to God as we are.  Instead, we decide to wait until we are ready to come to God as we aren’t.  We decide that the way we lived yesterday, last week, or last year makes us “damaged goods” and that until we start living “right,” we’re not “God material”.  Some of us actually believe that until we choose the correct way to live, we aren’t chooseable, that until we clean up the mess, Jesus won’t have anything to do with us.  The opposite is true.  Until we admit we are a mess, Jesus won’t have anything to do with us.  Once we admit how unlovely we are, how unattractive awe are, how lost we are, Jesus shows up unexpectedly.  According to the New Testament, Jesus is attracted to the unattractive.  He prefers the lost ones over the found ones, the losers over the winners, the broken instead of the whole, the messy instead of the unmessy...”  (Yaconelli, Messy, 37)

· Lucky for us, just about everything about the circumstances of Jesus’ life was messy to those around him, and over the next four weeks as we get to Christmas we’re going to take a closer look at Him: born in questionable circumstances, growing up in a hick town, dirt poor his whole life, having to look after his family as a young man when his father dies, followers who are real pieces of work themselves, loved by the poor and marginalized and ostracized by the rich elite, and executed in the most graphic fashion just when it seemed that things were starting to go his way
· But the thing that drove people nuts about Jesus, good AND bad, was that he was so REAL – if he liked you, he said so, and if he didn’t, well, he told you why and asked you to fix it, and if you needed his help, he’d give it, and if you were screwed up, he’d hang out with you and have a drink with you and talk with you about it
· How can you and I get in on that?  How can we stop faking it?  How can we have the humility to see ourselves as we really are – screwed-up – and the gentleness to accept the people around us with all their faults too?
· It can only be with Jesus in our lives, carving out more and more room for Him to move in us
Real At Reconnect:

· And how can our CHURCH get in on that?  What could it look like for us?
· Here’s what our dream is, from before our church came to be: (lifted from our website, by the way)
· REAL: “Modeling and teaching an atmosphere of grace, openness and acceptance, contrary to our busy and image-driven world, where life-giving relationships with God and people are formed, nurtured, and restored”

· And a strategy to go with it: “No Perfect People Allowed”

· God sees as we truly are, and loves us anyway.  However, for too long we have pretended that we had it all together, and then acted surprised when the opposite was revealed.  Instead of hiding behind masks or pretenses, we want to be able to be honest and genuine before God and each other, putting substance ahead of image.  Only then will we be able to embrace and demonstrate the beautiful change that God is slowly working in us.  There is a place here for you, right now, no matter who you are, what you’ve done or what you’ve been through, to belong and to experience the love and acceptance of God and His people.  We’re all broken in some way – and as we allow Him to do so, God is putting us back together better than before.
· Is that a big order?  Yes.  Is it impossible?  No.  In fact, we have to get there, because anything less isn’t living, it’s pretending – and one of the many promises I made myself and Jesus in starting Reconnect was that faking it wasn’t going to be good enough anymore – it had to be REAL
The Big Idea:

Reconnect being real is about each of us learning to be honest with ourselves 
and open with each other, and as we do, 
to treat each other with the same love and acceptance that Jesus shows us.

Conclusion: WYSIWYG

· WYSIWYG is one of the many abbreviations out there that the Internet has spawned

· It stands for “What You See Is What You Get” – and it’s used at least some of the time to refer to web-page editing tools that let you put stuff online without knowing HTML code

· It strips away all of the hidden lines that we might not know about, and simplifies everything else – so that if it’s on your screen, it can be on your site, and if you like it one place, you’ll like it in the other – and everything you’re trying to communicate to people viewing your site will be clearer as a result

· I think God wants to be the WYSIWYG editor in our lives – the One who strips away all the confusion and the clutter, and makes it easier to get the message across to others that He’s real, He matters and He cares

· Is that something that you’re interested in?  Regardless of how long or how short a time you’ve followed Jesus, if you struggle with the temptation to fake it, just like the rest of us, then this is a time for you and for me to think some things over

· We’re going to end this morning with some time to think and reflect – not too long, but enough to firm up where there might be some fakery going on, even from this week, and to resolve to be more REAL this week, with God and with other people
· Think, reflect, pray – and watch and see what God will do in each of us and all of us, together
· [Have Andrew/Candace do “I Still Haven’t Found What I’m Looking For” again – because it’s REAL]
Response: Reflection (Faking It Greatest Hits From This Week)
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