Sidetracked? (in)
Reconnect – January 13, 2008
Text: Mark 1:40-45, Luke 17:11-19
Key Thought: To follow Jesus means to let people in: into friendship, community and relationship with God.
40A man with leprosy came and knelt in front of Jesus, begging to be healed.  “If you want to, you can make me well again,” he said.  41Moved with pity, Jesus touched him.  “I want to,” he said.  “Be healed!”  42Instantly the leprosy disappeared – the man was healed. 43Then Jesus sent him on his way and told him sternly, 44"Go right over to the priest and let him examine you.  Don’t talk to anyone along the way.  Take along the offering required in the law of Moses for those who have been healed of leprosy, so everyone will have proof of your healing.” 45But as the man went on his way, he spread the news, telling everyone what had happened to him.  As a result, such crowds soon surrounded Jesus that he couldn’t enter a town anywhere publicly.  He had to stay out in the secluded places, and people from everywhere came to him there.  (Mark 1:40-45 NLT) 
Series Intro: Sidetracked?
· If 2008 is going to be a year of positive change for you personally, and for us as a church – a year of Reconnecting - we’re going to have to make the right choices in some critical areas
· If we don’t, we run the risk of being “Sidetracked?” – of working really hard and thinking we’re making great strides, but going in the wrong direction
· When you’re sidetracked, you don’t realize it until it dawns on you, however it does, that you’re not where you should be – up until that realization, you’re as content as can be, working away at whatever you’re doing
· Being sidetracked means that what you’re doing isn’t ultimately as effective as it could be, and in some cases it might actually be hurting what you want to accomplish – you can lose valuable time and opportunities
· I don’t want to be sidetracked from my goals, and I don’t want that for you either – or for Reconnect
· And so, on to this morning – “in”
Intro: Exclusive Groups and High School
· Since Romeo and Juliet, the idea of people in love separated by their tribes – their families, their friends, their social groupings – has struck a chord in hearts

· High School Musical is just the latest instalment – one of the most popular TV movies ever, its soundtrack – for a TV movie! –the number one selling album in the US in 2006 and in many other countries around the world

· Other than showing the huge buying power of tweens, I think it also speaks to an idea that we’d like to believe: that anyone can overcome their “label” – that anyone can exceed expectations, that anyone can be accepted, no matter what group they’re a part of, no matter where they start

· Now, if you’ve actually ever BEEN to high school, you know it’s not that simple in real life

· While in most places no-one actually ever spelled it out for you (or maybe they did!), there were clearly defined circles that just weren’t crossed on more than a polite basis, and then only momentarily

· In only a few short days at the beginning of Grade 9, the lines were drawn, and to redraw them was almost impossible

· Now we’ve left behind high school – but unfortunately, just like McDonalds, I think there tends to be a little high school in everyone still

· The desire to fit in – to be “in” – is there in each of us, if we can be just a little honest for a minute

· To be known and accepted by others, to have a place to be and even potentially to shine

· Of course, sometimes our motivations are less than perfect – we sometimes like to define ourselves at the expense of others – to know that we’re better than someone else makes us feel better in whatever misery we happen to be in at the time

· Whether it’s at work, or in our neighbourhood, there are still the cool people, and the people who are the wannabes – even, I think, if we’d like to pretend that we’ve gotten past all that when we left behind our lockers and our yearbooks

· It might be slight, or hidden behind a veneer of cordiality, but it’s there, as many can attest

Getting Past In or Out: Jesus Did It
· And whether we realize it or not, that hurts us – it hurts our communities, it hurts our friendships – in fact, it limits us or even cuts us off from the richness of relationships that could be
· How do we get past this natural tendency that we have, to worry about who is “in” or “out”, instead of just including people and everyone benefiting as a result?

· The civilized aspects of our society mask it for us, but it hasn’t always been that way in history

· At other points in time and place, it was very clear who was in and out – social status, class, place in the community – or outside of it

· First century Palestine was just such a time: there were all kinds of categories, depending on who you were and where your allegiance lay

· Religious leaders and bureaucrats; the wealthy and powerful; Roman occupiers and soldiers of every rank; merchants; craftspeople; farmers; the very poor: all of them had a place in society and a role to play in the community – and if there was ever a need for interaction, it was done as quickly and as little as possible

· It was into that highly stratified society that Jesus came, preaching a message of access rather than excess, of inclusiveness instead of exclusion – that every person mattered to God, and in fact, a person’s place in society DIDN’T, as was commonly thought, necessarily reflect their standing with God – and he turned everything upside down as a result, because the most unlikely people responded in droves

· However, there was another group that were spectators to all this – a group that wasn’t a part of any community, a group that was unwelcome and unwanted anywhere, that would be met with violence at any attempt to have interaction

· It’s an encounter that Jesus had with a representative of THAT group that I’d like to spend a few minutes looking at this morning, and it’s found in the biography of Jesus called Mark, near the very beginning of the book

Read Text: Mark 1:40-45
40A man with leprosy came and knelt in front of Jesus, begging to be healed.  “If you want to, you can make me well again,” he said.  41Moved with pity, Jesus touched him.  “I want to,” he said.  “Be healed!”  42Instantly the leprosy disappeared – the man was healed. 43Then Jesus sent him on his way and told him sternly, 44"Go right over to the priest and let him examine you.  Don’t talk to anyone along the way.  Take along the offering required in the law of Moses for those who have been healed of leprosy, so everyone will have proof of your healing.” 45But as the man went on his way, he spread the news, telling everyone what had happened to him.  As a result, such crowds soon surrounded Jesus that he couldn’t enter a town anywhere publicly.  He had to stay out in the secluded places, and people from everywhere came to him there.  (Mark 1:40-45 NLT) 
A Closer Look
· v40 – “a man with leprosy came and knelt in front of Jesus, begging to be healed”

· The one group of people that had absolutely no standing in that society was this: those with leprosy
· We don’t hear a lot about leprosy today, although there are still hundreds of thousands of new cases around the world every year

· Because of the many different conditions called leprosy in ancient times, and the extreme stigma around the term “leprosy”, it’s now called Hansen’s disease, after the person who in modern times diagnosed that it was caused by a bacterial infection

· The disease is characterized by damage to the skin, mucous membranes and most importantly, to the nerves – one loses the ability to feel pain in one’s extremities, which means that Hansen’s sufferers have to keep checking themselves to make sure they haven’t injured themselves, because if they do, they won’t know it and it can then become infected

· Today there is an effective treatment for it if it is diagnosed, which is provided free around the world by the World Health Organization
· But there was no such treatment in Jesus’ time – in fact, in that society, if you were diagnosed as having leprosy, it would mean that you would be ostracized, shunned from society – you would lose everything – you were most definitely “out”
· You would never even be able to see those you loved again, because of the risk of them developing it from coming in contact with you

· For the rest of your life, you would live outside cities and near travel routes, begging for money and trying to survive as best you could, often forming a rough kind of society with other lepers

· Jesus has been on the road, going from town to town, and spectacular things have been happening – people have been instantly, miraculously cured of all kinds of conditions, from physical to emotional to spiritual, after coming to him and him touching them

· Word of this has spread like wildfire through the small villages and towns of the region – and it seems that word even reached this man who now knelt before him

· This man has taken a tremendous “all or nothing” risk, considering that society saw him as suffering God’s punishment for something he had done

· He has approached Jesus and his retinue – normally if lepers in that culture saw anyone coming near them, they had to call out “Leper outcast unclean” or something to that effect, to warn them away – but this man has actually come out of the shadows, out of the bush

· Not only is he in theory putting everyone around him at risk of a death sentence, but he’s put himself at risk of receiving an extremely harsh punishment

· What will Jesus do with THIS guy, his followers must have been wondering as they saw him
· v41 – “moved with pity, Jesus touched him”
· Jesus answers a radical act with another act that’s even more radical – he touches the man
· Jesus is risking his own life – and for what?  Human compassion?  Kindness?  Mercy?  Pity?

· Pity is a word that has fallen on hard times from what it originally meant

· Now, when I think of the word pity, I think of a feeling only – “what a pity”, or “I don’t want your pity” – a feeling sorry for someone, but a feeling that doesn’t really lead to significant action – it’s feeble, with no real desire to help someone else

· So when I read this section of Jesus’ life, I think, “Couldn’t he have mustered up something a little stronger than pity?” – and in fact, this word is translated as “compassion” a lot more than it is “pity”

· Yet, pity originally was wrapped up with a word we don’t hear at ALL these days, and that was “piety” – religious devotion, putting your beliefs into action, doing good because of a desire to honour God

· “pity” was at first a word of strong action, of more than a feeling, but a godly response – and that’s the sense it’s used here, of Jesus
· Interestingly enough, there are more than a few ancient copies of Mark that say that Jesus was moved with anger, or indignation – which again, is a godly response, in the face of such an evil thing, with such horrible results – it’s right to get anger in the face of injustice and evil, and I bet that Jesus was 

· Jesus is gripped for this man – excluded from society, looked down on by everyone else as someone that God has cursed, a man that has struggled ever since he was diagnosed with the question: “What did I do wrong?  Why does God hate me?  Why would He do this to me?  What reason do I even have for living?”

· v41 – “I want to – be healed!”
·  And so Jesus responds, and changes everything – because the truth is, this man has NOT been excluded from God – he is known, he is loved, he has worth in God’s eyes – and so God takes action and the man is made well

· With a simple word and a touch, Jesus gives the man back everything he has lost – his identity, his name, his family, his place in the community, his friendships, his relationships – everything

· He is not “out” anymore – suddenly he has full access again, and he knows it, because he’s been dreaming of this moment ever since a priest ruled that he had leprosy, that he was “unclean”
· v43 – “Then Jesus sent him on his way and told him sternly, “Go right over to the priest””
· So we have this beautiful moment – why, then, is Jesus so quick to end it?  He sends the guy away, and not only that, but with a set of orders – he’s not even that nice about it

· What’s going on?  Even Dr. Phil gives people hugs!  I thought Jesus was nice!  What – too many healings that day? 

· But the answer to that is found in the phrase right after: 

· v44 – “so that everyone will have proof of your healing”

· Jesus has a pretty good idea of what’s going to happen next, and it’s not going to be what’s best for this guy

· What does Jesus want to happen next?  He wants this guy to get his life back – by going to the local priest and submitting to the examination and ritual, he will be pronounced “clean” – meaning that it’s OK for him to go back to his life – his family, his work, his friends, everything

· Jesus wants him to be included once more, just as he now knows that he is included with God

· Remember Jesus’ message: access and inclusion, rather than exclusion – everyone matters to God, and that your place in society doesn’t necessarily reflect your standing with God 

· This is a message that will change the nation, person by person, family by family, and community by community, a little at a time – like a virus 

· But that’s not going to happen with this guy, as we see in the next section
· v45 – “But as the man went on his way, he spread the news”

· He doesn’t take Jesus’ strongly given advice – and even if his heart is in the right place, by disregarding that counsel he actually winds up making things harder on Jesus

· The goal behind Jesus healing the guy wasn’t just so he wouldn’t have his condition anymore – it was so that he would be included once more – with God, with his family, friends, community – everyone

· But without going to the priest and submitting to the ritual, he’s not going to have that – and it’s not clear from the story if the guy ever winds up reclaiming his place in the community
· v45 – “As a result, such crowds soon surrounded Jesus...”

· Ironically enough, Jesus gives this man back full access, and in the process gives up his own access – he’s going to have to stick to the secluded places – in fact, they’ve traded places 

· I used to think when I read this story that maybe Jesus was being tricky: you know, tell someone NOT to do something and then they’ll be more likely to do it?  I figured that Jesus was being all stern with the guy because of reverse psychology, and he actually really wanted the guy to go and blab everything to everyone

· However, this really puts a cramp in Jesus – he’s been able to go from town to town and spread his message, and now he has to change his whole approach

· He’s not trying to become a politician, he’s not into popularity – he has a mission, which is to demonstrate the reality and the love of God to His people, and then ultimately to die for them at the right time

· Anything else other than that – success, crowds, reward – is a hindrance, not a help

· But even in the secluded areas, Jesus still sees everyone who comes to him – he is all about giving people access to Himself, and through Himself, to God

Jesus, Reconnect, and You and Me
· So, a great story, with a sort of happy ending – but what does an obscure medical condition somewhere halfway around the world from 2000 years ago have to do with anything?

· But if we see it in terms of access and including others, it hits us right where it hurts

· Jesus is all about inclusion: He makes time for people on the margins of society – women, foreigners, the sick, the poor, lepers – people with nothing to offer him, no power, no pull, no power

· And he demonstrates that kind of inclusion because it’s a facet of his mission: to make a way for people to have open access to God in a friendship with Him

· Compared to God, we are all on the margins – none of us is wealthy enough, or smart enough, or well-connected enough to make a difference to him

· And yet, the Bible says that “When we were still screwed up, Jesus died for us” and that this is how God shows his great love for us – Paul said that, in Romans 5:8

· If we will take advantage of what Jesus has done – suffered, died a horrible death in our place to make us right with God – if we will embrace that and Him, then we are included, and everything changes

· A right relationship with God means that you’re at peace with yourself, and that means that you can have healthy, better friendships, a stronger family, a deeper sense of neighbourhood community – as we say here at Reconnect, you “belong” – you’re in, not out
· One expert on this section of the Bible says this:

...Jesus is not someone who is aloof, inaccessible, or detached.  Our culture does not touch, and many people live in isolation from others.  We seal ourselves off from one another with our privacy fences and retreat to the inner sanctum of the family room.  The church is sometimes in danger of doing the same by retreating to its members-only, fully equipped Family Life Center, which becomes a safe cocoon from contact with the harsh realities of a disease-ridden, sin-sick world.  We want others quarantined from us so that they will not infect us.  But those who bear the name of Christ need to minister in the name of their Lord to those who are the untouchables in our society.  
(David E. Garland, Mark, The NIV Application Commentary, p.88)
· We seem to have two extremes in our culture – either people are invisible, and no-one cares, or they’re celebrities, and everyone cares way too much

· Jesus rejected the idea that people should ever be invisible, and he refused to become a celebrity

· In fact, until he came, trying to follow God was almost an exercise in celebrity worship – you can know all kinds of details of a celebrity’s life, and you can want to know more – what they eat, who they’re dating, what their secrets are

· But you don’t share anything with them – they don’t know you, and you don’t REALLY know them – you can never have a true, two-way relationship with them

· Thank goodness – thank God – that He wasn’t satisfied with a religion that modelled a celebrity culture, and so He sent Jesus to earth to become one of us, to lead and demonstrate the way

· And that now puts the ball in our hands

· If we decide to follow Christ, will we really do it, in this crucial area of our relationships?

· We make choices every day with regards to people: we label them, we avoid them, we distinguish ourselves from them, we make jokes at their expense, we define ourselves by what they lack – and too often, we exclude them from our lives

· Unfortunately, by excluding them from our lives, we hurt them and we hurt us: no possibility of friendship, no hope of community, and no chance (through us, anyway) of a relationship with God, not to mention that our own relationship with God is diminished – because how can we have a true friendship, a true allegiance with Him if our values aren’t becoming similar to His?

The Big Idea:
To follow Jesus means to let people in:
into friendship, community and relationship with God.
· What does that look like for you right now?  How’s that going?  Who’s in?  And perhaps a better question: who are you keeping out?  And why?
· You’re right: not everyone can be in your life to the same extent – Jesus was the same way – he had some people who were closer to him than others – that’s natural, normal, needed

· However, Jesus’ perspective was always on how valuable people were – when he got angry at people it was because of what they were squandering, or how they were hurting other people who mattered so much to God

· If we have that perspective – that this person, that you think is so annoying, or smug, or boring, or awkward – that they have great worth to God – then we will each be changed, and Reconnect will start to do just that in our community

Conclusion: Martin Luther King, Jr. and his message

· We’re coming up on the birthday of Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr. – January 21st
· Not a holiday that we celebrate here in Canada, and yet definitely something worth thinking about (“Family Day?!?”)

· King was a man who understood Jesus’ desire for inclusion – and that desire to tear down walls between people, to value all people, moved him to make a difference and struck a chord within his community and all over the United States in the 1960’s

· A great example of that is from the march on Washington – August 28, 1963 – when he gave his famous “I have a dream” speech - listen to these small excerpts from it:

· I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed: "We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal."
· I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia, the sons of former slaves and the sons of former slave owners will be able to sit down together at the table of brotherhood.
· I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character. 

· What’s your dream?  No, really!  Past making a little more money, past raising good kids – what’s your dream?  For your family?  For your community?  For Reconnect?
· The vision of inclusion that Dr. King got from Jesus is something that you and I can get today too – and it can make a difference in our community, that has a spiritual hunger but is unsure of where and how to satisfy it

· But we must not get sidetracked by thinking that it’s enough to be “in”

Response: Rain Down (Rita Springer)
· I want to play the same song to end this week as I did last week
· As you listen, I would love for you to take the opportunity to have a conversation, a private moment with God to ask Him about the whole idea of inclusion, and how that can further take root in your life

· Ask him to put someone in your mind, someone that right now is on the edges, but someone that God has so much more for, if you’ll take that step

· [play song]
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