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Lent 6

See the unseen Christ…

and you will delight in introducing him to others

Introduction

Mike Yaconelli writes this story, a parable for our time.

There once was a little boy who wanted to be a firefighter.


As he grew up, the shrill sirens of racing fire-trucks filled his dreams.


He longed for the day when he would no longer just watch firefighters,



but actually join them in putting out fires.

After high school, he attended the best fire-fighting school in the country.


For four years, he immersed himself in his studies:



he learned the theories of fire-fighting;



he honed his skills on practice fires.


But, as graduation approached, he began to doubt his ability as a firefighter.

It was then that one of his professors suggested post-graduate study in Europe.


The now not-so-little boy traveled overseas 

and devoted himself to two more years of intensive study. 


He became an expert on fire-fighting;



he could tell anyone how to put out a fire.


But as he prepared to receive his post-graduate degree,



he again began to doubt his ability as a firefighter.


He was, however, offered a position 

to teach at one of the nation’s best fire-fighting institutions.


He accepted…and, for 25 years, lectured at length on the latest fire-fighting theories.


He died last year, and in his memoirs, you will find this passage:

“As I lie here reviewing my life, I still remember my dream – my passion to be a firefighter.  More than anything else, I wanted to put out fires.  But I realize now that I never put out a real fire – NEVER.”

Mike Yaconelli’s story – the story of the firefighter who never put out a real fire.

There’s another story, you know…

the story of the fire-igniter…the fire-igniter who never started a real fire.

Is that perhaps our story?

It only takes a spark, you know.  The song says:

“It only takes a spark to get a fire going

And soon all those around can warm up in its glowing

That’s how it is with God’s love

Once you’ve experienced it; you spread his love to everyone

You want to pass it on.”

But do we pass it on?

Like the boy who dreamed of being a real firefighter,


we want to be a fire igniter.

Most of us, I believe, really want to spark other people’s interest in Jesus.

We pray about it, preach on it, prepare for it…even practice how to do it.

But do we ever actually proceed to do it? 

It’s not my intention to make anyone feel guilty about not witnessing for Jesus.

I want to be helpful, not hurtful.

On this Sunday when we spring ahead…

on this Sunday in 2004 – a leap year, by the way --


I want to explore how we can move on…

how we can take the next step and actually introduce Jesus to others.

After all, I don’t think we want to be part of a Palm Sunday crowd --


a crowd that worships Jesus on Sunday…and then ignores him for the rest of week. 

Delight in introducing Jesus to others

This morning, I would like to deal with two obstacles that keep us from witnessing.

One is cold feet; the other is a cold heart.

1) Dealing with cold feet

Let’s treat our cold feet first.

Why do we often get cold feet…and hesitate to introduce Jesus to others?

Let me ask you this: what are your spheres – or circles  -- of influence?

If you used pushpins on a map of the Twin Cities to show me your spheres of influence,


what would I see?

I suspect you would put a pin


in the neighborhood where you live



at the school where you study




at the place where you work

Some of you might also identify places you frequently visit:


a favorite shop, a popular restaurant. a doctor’s office.

These would be typical of our spheres of influence –


the places where we would be most likely to make a difference –



the places where we could introduce Jesus to other people.

Why then don’t we?

We’re afraid, aren’t we?

We don’t want to offend others, do we?

We think  -- or we’ve been duped into thinking – 

that “you can’t bring Jesus in there”.

You can’t bring Jesus in the school.

You can’t bring Jesus to the office.

You can’t even bring Jesus to the doctor’s office or hospital.

Is that so?

Listen to Neil Anderson’s own story.

Anderson was an aerospace engineer at Honeywell.

He also knew that he was an ambassador for Christ.

He posted an announcement in the office –



an invitation to attend a Bible class.

Within an hour after the announcement was posted, 



a Jewish co-worker pulled the announcement down,

gave it back to Anderson and said,



“You can’t bring Jesus in here.”


Anderson replied,” I can’t do otherwise.  



Everyday I walk in here, Jesus comes with me.”


Over the Jewish man’s objections, the Bible study began.


When Anderson left Honeywell, 

he entrusted the growing group to a man whom he had introduced to Jesus.


Months later – when Anderson returned to visit the group,



the leader told Anderson:




“Do you remember the fellow who objected to our Bible study?

The one who said ‘You can’t bring Jesus in here’?  When he got sick and almost died, I brought Jesus to him.  He’s now studying the Bible with us.”

That’s Neil Anderson’s story.

I could tell you my story, too.


a story of how – in the training department of world’s second largest bank…



in a communist country that claims to be atheistic –




we had prayer meetings before work and Bible studies during lunch hour.

In other words, in a land where religion is officially banned,


we talked to Jesus before we started to work and let him talk to us as we ate lunch.

My wife could tell you a story as well…


a story of how – in the place where she works part-time in Stillwater –



she always brings Jesus with her…

and regularly introduces him to people she meets.

Who says that “you can’t bring Jesus in here”?

Who says that you can’t bring Jesus in the school or to the office?

Who is telling you and me this big lie?

It certainly isn’t the God and Father of us all!

It must be that other father – the father of lies –


the enemy who seems to be duping so many people in our North American culture.

Jesus simply said,  “I am with you always” [Matthew 28:20]

What part of that statement don’t we understand?

On our 50-day journey, we’re trying to see our constant, but “unseen companion”…


we’re trying to increase our awareness of his presence in our lives.

And I pray – oh, how I pray – that, by now, each one of us is beginning to realize


that not only can we take Jesus with us,



we do take Jesus with us, wherever we go.

Of course, when we introduce our constant companion to others in this culture,


we have to be – Jesus once said – 

“as shrewd as snakes and as harmless as doves.” [Matthew 10:16]

But being as shrewd as a snake and harmless as a dove --

that’s what makes witnessing fun, isn’t it?

Jesus’ instructions are an open invitation to do what we – as Americans – seem to do best:


be creative.

So, my friend, as you introduce your friend Jesus to others in this land,


just let your own creative juices flow…



and, if you need help, let your creative juices blend with God’s creative Spirit 




who – as Jesus promised – 

“will teach you … what you should say.” [Luke 12:12]
Please take time to read the story of Edith Brooks.

I’ve included it as a pink insert in today’s bulletin.

Edith was a character…


a character who was very creative when she introduced Jesus to others.

Knowing that Jesus is always with us is one remedy for cold feet.

But how do we deal with a cold heart?

2) Dealing with a cold heart

Let me ask you: how well do you know this One who is with you wherever you go?

Do you know how much he loves you?

Can you explain why he loves you?

If you or I think we know how much Jesus loves us…


if you or I think we can explain why Jesus loves us,



then I submit that we may not know Jesus – or his love -- very well at all.

How can we ever know…how can we ever explain what he feels for you and me?

We have a habit of abusing our constant companion.

He is by our side 24/7,


but we rarely speak with him.

He worked with his father to give us bodies that cannot be duplicated,


but we give more praise to the brawny ball-carrier who uses his body to score.

He calls us his brothers and sisters…he says we all are equal, 

but we fight among ourselves and argue who has the best gender.

He tells us to share our food; 

when we don’t, we blame him for world hunger.

And yet he loves us.

We actually blame him for many of our mistakes.

We call out his name as a curse 

when the hammer hits our thumb instead of the nail…



we call out his name in a curse 

when the umpire makes a bad call…





we may even curse him directly 

when we don’t find the parking we asked him to provide.

And yet he loves us.

We misuse everything he gives us.

We pollute the world he entrusts to us.

We mistreat the bodies he designs for us.

We ignore the advice he gives us.

We are spoiled brats that grab and kick and pout and blaspheme.

And yet he loves us.

He has every right and reason to abandon us.

But he doesn’t.

He chooses to be with us…always.

“Nothing,” he says, “can separate you from my love.” [Romans 8:38-39]
Nothing!

If it wasn’t Jesus himself who said those words,


I would be a fool to share them with you.

But since that is what he said, you and I would be fools not to believe them…


even though we cannot explain how or why he loves us.

Jesus’ love for you and me is not normal.

2000 years ago, he knew who we would be and what we would do;


but that didn’t stop him; 

he still gave himself for us;


he still offered to die so that we could become his brothers and sisters.

As our constant companion today, he continues to see all that we do wrong, 

and yet continues to love us.

You think that you’ve done something that places you beyond his love?

You think Jesus would love you more if you hadn’t done it, right?

You think he would love you more if you were a better person, right?

No, you’re not right; you’re wrong.

Jesus could not love you more – or less – than he does right now.

Does Jesus approve of our sin?  No!

Do we need to repent? Yes!

But do we repent for his sake or ours?  Ours!

Our ego needs to be punctured;


we need to recognize that we’re not all that we’re cracked up to be.

But Jesus’ ego does not need to be massaged;


his love does need to be compensated.

No matter who you we are…

no matter what we have done or will do…

Jesus cannot love us more – or less – than he does right now.

.

We may be unacceptable, unexceptional, unqualified;


we may be unruly and unreliable,



but we are never – as Michael W Smith sings – “we are never unloved”.

This is what that old gospel song calls the “deep, deep love of Jesus” –


a love so deep that we simply cannot fathom it.

But, then, Jesus doesn’t ask us to explain his love;


he invites us only to enjoy it.

This is the love that once warmed John Wesley’s heart.

This is the love that can still warm our hearts today.

Jesus’ passionate love for us arouses passion in us…


a passion to introduce him to others.

Just as that song says:

“It only takes a spark to get a fire going

And soon all those around can warm up in its glowing

That’s how it is with God’s love

Once you’ve experienced it; you spread his love to everyone

You want to pass it on.”

A pastor named Paul put it this way: “Christ’s love compels us…”

“Christ’s love compels us… He died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him.  … All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation.  … We are therefore Christ’s 

ambassadors, …(God makes) his appeal through us.” [2 Corinthians 5:14-20]
Conclusion

Don Francisco captured all of this in one of his early recordings.

For most of the song, he assumes the role of someone who watches Jesus…


watches to see who Jesus is, what Jesus does

Then the song seems to come to an end.

But quietly – ever so quietly – the song begins again.


“I got to tell somebody!  I got to tell somebody” (softly)

He repeats that line over and over again.


each time a little louder.



“I got to tell somebody! 

 
I got to tell somebody!  

 
I got to tell somebody!” (progressively louder).

Finally, Don Francisco just belts out the words:


“I got to tell somebody! 

 I got to tell somebody what Jesus did for me!”  

I got to tell somebody, too.

How about you?
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