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 Pentecost 17
The church you always longed for: works at being a caring family
[Ecclesiastes 4:9-12; Philippians 2:1-7; John 13:34-35 NLT]
In the beginning…

The company magazine called them “jet-setters”…and she was –


hobnobbing with the rich and famous in 1st class



as she flew to exotic destinations around the world.

Yet every flight had a predictable ending:


she got off the plane and went to a hotel



where she spent the next few days…all alone.

He was a teacher, 
spending his days in long and lively discussions with bright students.
Yet every day had a predictable ending:


he watched the students leave the classroom,


then went to his small apartment



where he spent the evening…all alone.

She was placed in an orphanage at birth

and with a foster family two years later.

For almost three years afterwards,


social workers regularly visited the little girl 

and told her that they were looking for her family.

Yet every visit had a predictable ending:


the social workers would return to their families,



leaving the little girl all alone, without a family.

First, their paths crossed, then the three converged;


and finally, a family was formed – mine.

In the beginning, God said that 


It is not good for the man (or woman) to be alone  [Genesis 2:18]
In the beginning, God designed man and woman, parents and children to be together.

Thousands of years later, one of God’s poets wrote:


God places the lonely in families  [Psalm 68:6]
I have found those words to ring true.

Many, however, are still waiting.

Not every single person gets married.
Not every divorced or widowed individual gets remarried.

Not every couple gets children.

Not every orphan gets adopted.

Even families that have been formed grow dysfunctional.
In other words, they no longer function 

as the first family that God formulated.
In fact, one social commentator recently quipped:


“Today all families are dysfunctional; it’s only a matter of degree.”

The result?

Even those of us who find ourselves in families today 

can still feel alone and lonely at times.

Thank God then.

Thank this God who fashioned the first family –


thank him that he has formed another.

Thank him that he formed a family of his own…

and called it the church.

God has a heart for those in his family.
He also wants those in his family to have a heart.

And today, more than ever –

as human families become crippled families –



God’s family must become a caring family.

Today the church that God longs for 


-- the church that people long for --



is one that works at being a caring family.
The church works at being a caring family

1)  Jesus gives family a new meaning

Because of what is happening in homes around our nation,

some social scientists are trying to redefine the family.
This upsets many – especially in the Christian community.

But why?

Didn’t Jesus redefine the family long ago?
Haven’t almost 2000 years passed since Jesus gave family a new meaning?
Jesus was born into a human family much like yours or mine.

He had a birth mother named Mary,


and a stepfather called Joseph.

Yet, even in puberty, he gave a clue 

that he would give family a new meaning.

When he alarmed Mary and Joseph with a disappearing act in the temple,


he simply explained:


You should have known that I would be in my Father’s house  [Luke 2:49]
He gave another clue as an adult…

when teaching a standing-room only crowd.

As someone whispered that his family had come to see him,

Jesus ignored them as he replied:



My mother and brother are all those who hear the message of God and obey it  

[Luke 8:21]
But it was on the cross that Jesus finally defined family as more than nuclear.
He, of course, cared for his mother as she watched him die.

But he did not care much for family tradition.

Instead of entrusting his mother to one of his brothers 
who, by the way, didn’t believe in him,



Jesus gave her to a disciple who did.
You remember the conversation, don’t you?

When Jesus saw his mother standing there beside the disciple he loved, he said to her, “Woman, he is your son.”  And he said to this disciple, “She is your mother.”  [John 19:26-27]
This is the new meaning that Jesus gives to family.

It’s a family in which genes and chromosomes don’t matter.

In other words, you can’t be born into this family.

And you can’t buy your way in either.

You have to “believe your way in”.

None of us, you see, qualifies to be a member 
of this family that Jesus defines.
We just don’t have the right blood in our veins.

But Jesus did…



and he shed that blood to wash away all that kept us out of the family --



all our mistakes.

Ah! that explains why a pastor named Paul once said 
that membership in this family,


the church of God, was purchased with (Jesus’) blood  [Acts 20:28] 
Jesus paid the adoption fees,
 
 and afterwards – as a man named John has said –



all who believe him and accept him, are adopted, that is,



he gives the right to become the children of God.  [John 1:12]
When she turned 21, Tammy Harris began searching for her birth mother.

What Tammy didn’t realize was that her mother, Joyce Schultz,


had been trying to locate her for 20 years.

And neither mother nor daughter realized that 

they were co-workers at a convenience store in Roanoke, Virginia.
One day, Joyce and Tammy shared their stories.

The next day, they compared birth certificates.

As soon as they discovered they were related,


they fell into each others’ arms,



and – as Tammy said – “held on for the longest time’.

Perhaps we should hug each other now.
We, after all, are related too –


not by birth, but by belief.

You are all children of God, says that pastor named Paul,


you are all children of God by faith in Christ Jesus.  [Galatians 3:26]
God, you know, has a heart for all of us who are in his family.

The Father tells us that he is better than the world’s best mother.

He says:
Can a mother forget her nursing child? … But even if that were possible, I would not forget you!  See, I have written your name on my hand.”  [Isaiah 49:15-16]
The Son assures us that he is better than the world’s best brother.

Be sure of this, he says, I am with you always.  [Matthew 28:20]

And the Spirit reminds us that he is more super than a sister.

He never lets us forget how precious we are.

Pastor Paul writes this:

The Holy Spirit speaks to us deep in our hearts and tells that we are God’s children.  And since we are his children, we will share his treasures.  [Romans 8:16-17]


God has a heart for all who are in his family.

And he also is quick to lend a hand.


Call upon me in the day of trouble, he says to you and to me,



and I will deliver you.  [Psalm 50:15]

That, folks, is typical of  the care 

that you and I can expect from God as members of his family.

2)  Jesus gives family a new mission
God has a heart for all who are in his family.

But he also wants all in his family to have a heart.

Jesus, you see, not only gave family a new meaning.

He also gave this family a new mission.
I am giving you a new commandment: love each other.  

Just as I have loved you, you should love each other.  [John 13:34]
That “new” commandment, though, may be getting a little old.
After all, we’ve heard it so many times before, haven’t we?
But do we understand what it means yet?

No, Jesus is not telling us to demonstrate our love by dying.
Remember: when Jesus long ago told his disciples to imitate his love,


he hadn’t yet sacrificed himself on a cross.

So what did Jesus mean when he said,

Just as I have loved you, you should love each other?  [John 13:34]
I submit that Jesus could have defined love…

he could have spelled love as T – I – M – E. 

This Savior of the world had just given his time

-- 3 years of it, in fact – to 12 motley men.
How did Jesus show his love during that “time”?

We know that he talked to the 12 men;


his words are recorded in the Bible.

We also know that he listened to them.

Wasn’t he their teacher?
So he listened when they got it right.

He listened when they got it wrong.

But, above all, he listened to find out what was wrong.

Just as I have loved you, you should love each other.  [John 13:34]
That’s what Jesus said.
This, in part, is what it meant:


“Just as I have listened to you, you should listen to each other.”

James, a brother of Jesus and – later – a believer in Jesus, seemed to understand.

He wrote:


My dear brothers and sisters, be quick to listen, slow to speak.  [James 1:19]
“How well do you listen?”
That was a test Carmen had to take during the first week of September.

Perhaps this is a test that all of us need to take during this first week of October.

How well do you listen?

Does this ever happen where you live?

The exasperated dad scolds his 12-year-old daughter:

“I’ve been calling you for 5 minutes to come downstairs for dinner!”

“Sorry, Dad,” says the girl, “I didn’t hear you.”

The Dad called loud enough, but the daughter wasn’t listening;

she was playing a computer game.

The wife was frustrated with her husband:


“I told you about the party last Monday!”

“No, you didn’t!” said the man.

“Oh, yes I did!  You were sitting right there watching the game.”

“Well, there you have it,” quips the husband.


“How do you expect me to hear when I’m watching a game?”

The words entered the man’s ears, but not his mind.

So many distractions…

We’re not listening, are we?

If you and I long for this church to be a more caring family,


you and I need to become more caring as members of the family.

And one way to do that is to change the way we listen.

Look at Jesus during his visit to planet earth.

One thing becomes apparent – he had great ears.

He always seemed to pick up the cries of those around him.

He seemed to have radar for human need.

As Jesus’ disciples, we need to acquire that listening skill.

Many of us in this church are quick to respond:


as soon as we become aware of a need, we reach out to help.

But we aren’t always good at becoming aware, are we? 

We have Jesus’ heart, but we need his ears.

Think of what happens on a typical Sunday at this church.

We quickly greet each other with a smile


and assume all is well.

We seldom take the time to listen…


and to look for any “SOS” message embedded in the conversation.

Our brothers and sisters may be desperate for someone to help them,


but we’re not picking up their cries for help.

Can we learn to listen with Jesus’ ears?

Can we somehow tune into his frequency,


and trust him to train our hears to hear what he hears?

I have included – on the last page of the insert – 


a “Listening with Jesus” prayer.

It may help.
You, of course, can put this prayer in your own words,


but try to stick with the basic idea.

You’re asking Jesus to guide you…


to check if you’re hearing what he’s hearing.

You could even reduce the prayer to a simple sentence.
You may want to get into the habit of simply saying:

“Let me hear with your ears, Lord.”

“Stop, look and listen.”

That’s what we learned to do at railroad crossings in years gone by.

“Stop, listen and look”

That’s what we must learn to do whenever our paths cross at church today.

First stop, then listen to each other;


and finally look how we might help each other.

At the end…

I close with a lesson from a hospital 

and a letter from a church.
In the year before my father died,

I spent time waiting in the family room of Intensive Care Units at hospitals.

I quickly learned that people waiting in those rooms readily form a caring family.

As we wait, we listen to each other’s stories.
We even listen to the reports doctors give to each family.

If the prognosis is good, we stand and cheer.

If the prognosis is bleak, we huddle and hold.

In the sterile ICU of a hospital, 

we found ourselves doing what Paul once told the church to do:


we rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn  

[Romans 12:14 NIV]

I like my church, but…

I like my church, but I wish it would be more of a caring family…

I wish it would be more like an “intensive care unit”.

Now the letter from a church…

from your church written to you.

“I am your church.  Make of me what you will.  I will reflect you as clearly as a mirror.  If I appear to be kind and caring, it is because you have made me so.  But if you by chance should find me cold and dull, please don’t condemn me.  I’m only displaying what I receive from you.  I have no life apart from you.  I will always express what’s in your soul.  So make of me what you will.”
Maybe we shouldn’t be wishing;

maybe we should just be working.

That’s it, isn’t it?

In the church you’ve always longed for, 

everyone works at being a caring family.
	On 01 October 2006, this message was shared with members and friends of Risen Christ Lutheran Church at 9050 60th Street N in Stillwater MN. If you have comments or questions, please call the church (651.770.3618).
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