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Tapping untapped Miracles:  Pulpit/Pew  Mutual Support
Exodus 17:1-11

Intro

In the early days of the automotive industry, a single individual or team put an entire vehicle together, from fuel pumps to hubcaps.  Eventually, quality and productivity were holding steady, but not increasing.  Then Henry Ford implemented the idea of the assembly line.  The breakthrough affected not only how cars were made; it was studied and copied by manufacturers around the world.

In art, breakthroughs are also common.  Some painting styles continue unchanged for years until certain artists break new ground.  Impressionists like Monet and Renoir broke out of the status quo of realism and painted their overall impressions of a scene.  Their style was considered a breakthrough.

The same is considered true in music.  Someone may ask, “What’s wrong with how we’ve been doing things?”  But then a composer tries something different, a new style is born, a breakthrough.

In the church world today, we can see this in the area of worship.  The way we express our faith in music today is quite different than twenty years ago.  And regardless of whether you think new musical worship styles are good or bad, there’s no question that a breakthrough has occurred.

But perhaps we need another breakthrough.  Perhaps we need to reevaluate how we do things.  “What’s wrong with the way we’ve been doing things?”  Well, I think there are too many people who have the ‘been there, done that’ approach to Sunday morning services.  Attendance is not the issue; the issue seems to me to be a loss in the sense of enthusiasm.  Let’s be honest—look at the U.S. culture, how hyped are most members about listening to another sermon?

We’ve looked at numerous untapped miracles so far in this series we are studying.  Today we have another one.  Today we are going to look at the miracle that comes through the mutual support created between the pulpit and the pew.  The mutual support that can be created between the pastor preaching and the members listening.

Pulpit/Pew Relationships

There are basically three different types of relationships that occur in the church between the pulpit and the pew.  They are parasitic, commensal, and mutual.  The text we heard for today examples each one of them.  So let’s take a look at the first one: parasitic.

1) Parasitic

It’s not hard to understand this one.  I hear the word parasite and I think of an organism that just freeloads off of something and sucks all the energy out.  A parasite uses a host, but gives nothing in return.  Most often the parasite will eventually kill the host.  So what do you think a parasitic relationship looks like?

In Exodus 17:1-7 we see one.  Israel is thirsty and angry with God.  And so they turn to complaining and whining, and bitterness settles in.  "Why did you bring us up out of Egypt to make us and our children and livestock die of thirst?" (Exodus 17:3).  Then instead of worshipping God, they turn on God with their vicious words.  And who takes the brunt of this verbal abuse?  Moses does; the shepherd of the flock, the person whom we would call the pastor.

Now Moses doesn’t really take this personally, but he is a little uncomfortable.  He does mention to God that Israel might stone him.  Talk about parasites.  The nation of Israel can’t stand the very person who brought them out of Egypt.  They can’t stand the person who God used to part the Red Sea.  They can’t stand the person who prayed to God so they may be fed with manna.

There response, “The Red Sea was great, but that happened months ago, the food was decent, but that’s old news, what have you done for us today, Moses?  We’re thirsty.”  Those in a parasitic relationship have loyalty only to themselves and what they want.

There are parasitic relationships all around us.  The immoral person is a parasite.  He satisfies himself while avoiding responsibility.  She delights herself at the expense of others.

A bitter person is a parasite.  Sapping everyone else’s strength, leaving us weak.  A complainer is parasite.  He steals our joy, leaves us hollow and empty.

Parasites are losers.  They destroy themselves and their friends.  This type of relationship is not one that should be in the church.  This type of relationship does not tap into the miracle that is God’s power.  This type of relationship should not exist between a pastor and his members.

2) Commensal

The next type of relationship is the commensal relationship.  I guess you could say in the order of things this would be the next step up above a parasitic relationship.  In nature a commensal relationship is used to describe a relationship between organisms in which one benefits from the other while the other remains unharmed and unaffected.

In our reading today we see an example of this type of relationship with Aaron and Hur.  As long as Moses held up his hands, the Israelites were winning, but whenever he lowered his hands, the Amalekites were winning (Exodus 17:11).  You see, while the Israelites were fighting the Amalekites, Moses was praying and holding up the shepherd staff.  When the staff went down, morale went down, and the Israelites began to lose.  When the staff was lifted high, the rebel cheer went up, the adrenaline flowed, and the Israelites advanced.  Undoubtedly it was God’s work.

Actually everyone seemed to be working, except for Aaron and Hur.  They watched the battle, and they watched Moses.  But they contributed nothing.  There were just kind of there.  They should have been doing something, but…they were just spectators.

I think it’s safe to say that a commensal Christian is probably the simplest relationship to be in.  This type of Christian would be one who is not guilty of any huge sins, but also is not guilty of really doing anything helpful either.  It really doesn’t take much effort.  As with Aaron and Hur, you just kind of have to be there.

What are the downfalls to such a relationship?  We’ll our nation and the world is in the middle of a spiritual battle.  A Christian who just likes to watch does nothing for this.  How many times have pastor and I said up here that there is no notable difference between Christians and non-Christians?  That is the commensal Christian.  That is the Christian who is just there.

We have the ability to tap into a miracle of God through our relationships here at church, especially our relationship with the pastor.  We need to tap into it.  We need to stand up and say, “Lord, what will you have me do?”

3) Mutualism

The last of the types of relationships is mutualism.  Mutualism is when two organisms benefit each and do no harm to each other.  This, of course is the best relationship.  We can see this exampled in our reading today.  In Exodus 17, Aaron and Hur finally leave the commensal relationship we discussed earlier and become a benefit and help to Moses.  They become an active part of what he is doing.  “Aaron and Hur held his hands up—one on one side, one on the other—so that his hands remained steady till sunset” (Exodus 17:12).
God intends His church to be a place with this type of relationship; to have relationships of mutualism.  Really, if you think about it, this type of relationship can be summed up in three simple words: love one another.  These three words flourish throughout the New Testament.

Romans says, “Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another… whatever other commandment there may be, [it is] summed up in this one rule: "Love your neighbor as yourself"  (Romans 13:8, 9).
Galatians again repeats by saying, “Do not use your freedom to indulge the sinful nature; rather, serve one another in love. The entire law is summed up in a single command: "Love your neighbor as yourself” (Galatians 5:13, 14).

What does this mean in the pastor/pew relationship?  It means tapping into God’s power by listening and helping one another.  Moses listened to the needs of his people, and then He listened to God.  When he came back he preached a message that spoke directly to their needs.

This is also the way Jesus preached.  When reading the Sermon on the Mount, we see Jesus answering the needs and questions most often expressed by the people around him.  Jesus’ was a powerful speaker, but in his speaking we also see he was an even better listener.

God’s miracle for us is that he gives us the blessing of mutual friendships and relationships.  He gives humans the power to lift each other up when they are down, to motivate, to address the needs each one of us has.

We have that power because of what God has done for us.  Through our baptism, we are now in his family.  We get all the benefits of being one of his kids.  Yeah, sometimes we’re a parasite and we suck other people’s energy dry.  God has a solution for that.  Sometimes were commensal and we simply just exist in a relationship.  We don’t really do anything to help or to hurt it.  God has a solution for that too.

When Jesus came to earth he was in those relationships.  And Jesus said, “hey, through all those crappy relationships on me.”  And then he destroyed them on the cross.  When Jesus came back he gave us the Holy Spirit, which exists in each one of us today.  It is the Holy Spirit that gives us the power to be in good relationships.  It is the Holy Spirit that gives us the power to tap into God’s miracles.  It gives us the ability to have a good pastor to pew relationship.

At the end…

So how can we do this?  How can we tap into this miracle at our church?  What can we do to have a good pastor/pew relationship?  We need to address the needs of the pastor.  As Aaron and Hur ministered to Moses needs, we can do the same.  John Maxwell writes in his book Partners in Prayer, five difficulties Moses had that Pastors face today.

1) Pastors are lonely – Seventy percent of all pastors admit that they don’t have a close friend.  Most pastors are reluctant to be transparent and vulnerable.  Moses was lonely.  Aaron and Hur became his friends and help him out.

2) Pastors are stressed – Can you imagine the stress of seeing the battle fail or succeed depending on whether you can hold up a staff?  The pressure was on Moses.  Aaron and Hur helped relieve that stress.

3) Pastors feel inadequate – Nine out of ten pastors experience feelings of inadequacy, they don’t feel they are equipped for the job they do.  Their families don’t feel adequate for they receive or are assumed.  Aaron and Hur understood this, they didn’t say ‘we pay him to hold up the staff, why isn’t he doing it?’  No, they helped him out.  In fact they even found a stone for him to sit down on and rest.

4) Pastors can be depressed – Depression can come from physical and spiritual warfare.  Aaron and Hur didn’t judge Moses when he nearly gave up.  They held up his hands.

5) Pastors experience spiritual warfare – The higher go up the ladder of spiritual leadership, the higher you go on Satan’s hit list.  Pastors are under continual spiritual attack.  Aaron and Hur were determined that Moses wouldn’t face that attack alone.  They held up his hands in prayer.

So now we know how you can help the pastor.  But how can he help you?  He can listen to your needs and questions.  Included in the sermon insert are some questions that can be filled out.  Some of the questions are opportunities for encouragement.  Some of them help us understand the needs and direction of the church.  These statements are not a sounding board for what is wrong in the church, instead they are meant for mutual support.  To help us tap into the miracle that God gives us in the church.  I encourage you to fill this out during communion or the offering today and place it in the box in the back.

Let me end with a very short story.  A Pastor at a church in Pennsylvania was visiting a grandmother one afternoon.  After talking about last Sunday’s sermon the woman said, “When you first came to this church, I didn’t like you.  So I prayed everyday, ‘Lord, if you won’t give us a different preacher, help this one become a good one.’ And He did.”  Now there’s no doubt that God answered her prayers, but it started with her involvement in the process.

May the God of peace who helped Moses during his ministry; also help us to serve, listen and speak to the mutual benefit of all.  Amen.
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