Realign 25th October 2009.

Home Group Notes

Last chance to hear Simon Allaby is 7.30pm 25th Oct in St Francis.

In November we’re going to start to look at Romans. Very slowly. Feel free to read chapters 1 and 2 several times! We’ll also be coming back to Jeremiah. But we’ll be starting at chapter 21, so either read chapters 1-20 to remind yourself! Or get ahead and read chapters 21-31 as we’ll be covering them before Christmas.

Welcome:  The crowd say Cheer up to Bartimaeus, what encouragement have you had this week?

Worship: Psalm 139

Word:

1. Read Mark 10.35-52

2. Who can say the R’s without looking at a crib sheet?

3. Now that you can see the whole picture go over the Rs one more time (really I promise not to make you do it again, for a bit.)

4. How does the idea of Re-aligning work out? I’m constantly promising God that I’ll try harder but how does this method of prayer really help. 

5. What do you make of James & John’s request?

6. What’s admirable about it? What’s not so.

7. Why are the 10 indignant? 

8. How is vs 43 topsy turvy?

9. feedback always welcome. Next week’s sermon will be different but we’ll come back to this stuff from time to time so it would still be helpful.

Works: more prayer please! 

*/*/*/*/*/

You can’t stop birds from flying over your head, you can stop them from building nests in your hair. Thank you so much to one HG for a reminder of this good ol’ saying. You can’t stop temptations and certain feelings from having a go at you but you can stop them from leading you astray. And we’re going to be looking once more at how to do that. Although as I hope you’ll be realising by now we have also been looking at how to get rid of any unwanted nests that you might come across.

Thank you for other bits of feedback. A common one has been my use of the word demon or of exorcism and it would seem to you that these words are just too strong. So that from Buffy the Vampire slayer through to gargoyles on cathedrals, this kind of imagery is just too strong for some of you. One option is to stay away from that kind of talk and if you go back and re-read my sermons (and I’d encourage you to do that because they might start to make sense that way!) you’ll see how actually there is very little of this kind of talk. 

The other approach is to boldly get a grip on what the bible means by these words – you should see that whenever I do use that kind of talk it’s in a really quite different sense but it would seem that it’s a bit of a stumbling block to you. 

When Lucy & I were in Seattle, we would have a couple of people pray with us every day for over an hour. To some of you the idea of sitting down to pray for over an hour sounds ghastly I know – perhaps that’s because you see prayer as being about asking God to do stuff and after a while it becomes tiring trying to think up more stuff that you’d like God to do. But you wouldn’t think anything of spending a hour with a friend over a coffee and catching up. And perhaps that’s the image of prayer that I’m trying to teach here.  

It’s not about squeezing a shiny new bicycle out of God, it’s about being close to God. I like the phrase Keeping Short Accounts with God because it encourages an attitude of constantly staying in touch with God, repenting instantly when your conscience pricks you.  But there’s also a slight negativity about it that implies that every time you speak to God that you need to start with sorry, and it’s okay to talk to God without first saying sorry.  (Of course you don’t want a whole pile of stuff to build up between you and God because then it becomes difficult to say Sorry)

In the bible reading James and John want to stay so close to Jesus that in heaven they want to sit either side of Him. Perhaps because we’re English, perhaps because we have some more repenting to do?, most of us are not that keen on being that close to Jesus. Yes we’re very happy to be friends with Jesus, forgiven of our sins, but all the same we might be concerned that being that close to Jesus, He might at any time lean over to you and say “You know that Other sin, the one you’ve not got round to dealing with, perhaps we might have a re-think about it?” 

The Psalmist says Search me and try me and see if you can find any sin in me! And we read that as if it’s saying Look how good I am, I’m squeaky clean, even God can’t find a sin in me.  But Maybe its saying the opposite, Come on God, come and help me, search me, root out all my sins, because I want to be that close to you, so bring it on, try me and search me, lets deal with this. 

Perhaps we need to re-view our attitude to Jesus – He’s such an amazing person that James and John want to be that close to Him. And the other disciples are all cross with them for trying to pinch these seats first.  It’s hard to know if they are “indignant” because James and John got in their first Or if its because they are mature enough to know that that’s not really how it works. I wonder how you hear this dialogue – Please Jesus we want you to let us sit either side of you – But you don’t know what that really means, can you endure what I endure? – Absolutely, bring it on! – Well, says Jesus, okay, but seat promising isn’t really my department. 

Do you hear the arrogance of youth? Does this sum up for you all that is irritating in certain Christians who seem to be just so very sure of themselves?  I find myself slightly overwhelmed by their huge desire to be this close to Jesus – and I find myself thinking – I really ought to want to be that close to God – and then I’m impressed at their faith – remember this is all pre-resurrection, pre-Holy Spirit being poured out, and yet they really believe that their rabbi can pull this off! Their faith is amazing! 

And then add to it that it’s hugely naïve – can you drink the cup that I drink says Jesus, and No one thinks that this is on a level with ‘mind if I have a sip of your coffee after church’ sort of thing, this is all about whether you really think you can walk a mile in my shoes.  There’s a bold gorgeous sort of faith here that’s to be admired and encouraged – it might well not be your sort of thing but its hard not to admire it.

The response of the other disciples is that they get all cross and indignant. Now over the last few weeks we’ve been trying to learn a style of prayer that helps us cope with this.   You know already that to begin with we need to Recognise that this is what’s happening – I’m letting this man / this situation get to me and I’m in danger of responding in an ungodly way!  The sheer act of stepping to one side and realising that you are being wound up – perhaps by the moment, perhaps by the other person, certainly by yourself – just Recognising what’s going on has a hugely disarming power.  It’s not supposed to leave you doubly wound up – oh here I am all worried and now I’m worried about the fact that I’m worried! So now I’m doubly worried! Okay, that’s not supposed to happen – you’re supposed to take note that you’re in danger of being riled by this temptation by this mood that has come over you.

The next step is to Repent. And some of you are still wondering why you would need to repent. After all it’s quite natural and normal to feel afraid and so on. And the answer to that is Yes of course it is. In fact Fear can be a good thing – teach you not to put you hand into the fire!   But fear can also be very paralysing – in making us indecisive and unable to cope. It can also be used as an excuse to hide behind, we can collude with the fear, make it bigger than it is by imagining the very worst that can happen and as a result find ourselves completely immobilised.  Now I realise that my language sounds a bit psychological, as if it’s all in the mind. But we know how when an emotion gets a tight grip on you that it can affect the way you think, your diet, your stress, you ability to deal with other things in your life – so very quickly its not psychological but physical too.  So you’re not repenting of being afraid, you’re repenting of the degree to which you have used it as an excuse to hide behind, you’re repenting of giving this fear the time and energy that it doesn’t deserve.

The act of repenting is wonderful in separating who you really are from this mood.   The next step is to Receive forgiveness – this is the bit about keeping short accounts with God, it’s the bit about knowing deep down that God loves you, forgives you and is close to you.   We skip over this bit too lightly we go straight from saying Sorry God to I’ll try harder next time, but if we can spend just a moment saying to ourselves, I know that God loves me and forgives me – I’ve said sorry to God and I know that that’s enough for God and I to be friends again.

This is all leading up to you, as a Christian, knowing deep down who you are. If you know that you have been made in the image of God, that you have received Jesus and so become a child of God and in being a child of God you realise that now you are an heir of God, a co-heir with Christ, 

then you know that when Jesus gives authority and power to His disciples to go out and proclaim the kingdom and heal the sick and drive out demons, that that authority and power is yours. You don’t have to use it, but nonetheless it is yours. 

So you’ve Recognised, Repented where necessary, you’ve Received forgiveness from God and now you’re ready to Rebuke. Don’t get too hung up on this word – I use it because it begins with the letter R and because it also conveys a sense of confidence.  
So in prayer we are telling our fear to go where the sun don’t shine. Some people find this personifying of the emotion quite helpful, it’s a way of separating it from you. It’s not me, I just happen to be going through this mood right now (or perhaps I should say this mood is just going through me), but its not really me. 

So I’m telling you Anger, to leave and don’t come back. I have the authority to do that because I am loved and held by Jesus, forgiven by His blood and filled up with His Holy Spirit, so I have all the power and authority I need to tell you where to go. 

When you find yourself praying with other people – you may need to sense how they feel about this kind of language – the main question that we should be asking when someone comes to us for prayer is What do you want me to do for you?  It’s a question that Jesus asks twice in today’s readings. One answer is to do with being close and intimate with God – there might be some power and prestige issues mixed up here. The Next time Jesus asks the question it is to a blind man.  So if you find yourself praying with someone, you might like to ask them that question, you might even like to ask God that question (God, what do you want to do here?) and spend a little time listening to God. And when you then pray, you will then have to discern the best way to express your prayer so that it can have a full amen from the person you’re praying with.

Rebuking. And then Replacing. Maybe James and John want the prestige of being either side of Jesus’ throne and that’s why Jesus takes a hold of the conversation to turn up side down their expectation of what it means to be powerful and great. We still expect that to be powerful means that other people serve us. Powerful people usually employ lots of people, or they are dictators running countries or highly paid celebrities whose every wish is granted by a paid handmaid. But Jesus says that’s not how my power works – powerful people are people who serve. 

And we see this in Jesus, at the last supper, he takes a towel and starts to do what someone else should have done, how embarrassing! But Jesus completely knows who He is and what He’s doing so to Him this isn’t demeaning, this is powerful and helpful. But it really helps if you know who you are before you start washing people’s feet.

James and John and the disciples need to deal with their indignant feelings, but they might also need to deal with their understanding of power and ambition and it might be that in prayer they will need to ask God to replace their indignation, their spirit of pride, with a heart to serve, a real desire to go out of your way to help. And that’s best done in prayer before making the simple promise of Sorry Jesus I’ll try harder next time.

And so we come to our last R. and you’re thinking surely the last R will be Repetition! The whole idea of this style of praying is to draw us closer to God and to lead us to walk with God, listening to Him and obeying Him. That was what Recognising, Repenting, Receiving, Rebuking, Replacing was all about. So now the prayer is Realigning. To realign the path of life that we walk, with God’s path. We do like to skip straight to it and make promises that we can’t keep, but sometimes it can help if we do this more slowly.

To realign might be to take simple practical steps. We’ve talked a lot about fear this morning, so if we’re trying to deal with this one then a simple step will be to talk to others about it, bring other people in on your worries and let them help carry you and hold you and pray for you. If it’s a temptation you struggle with then to confess it to two others you really really trust and invite them to help you. It’s not about promising to try harder because we’re all tried that one. It is about seeking out simple ways in which we can focus on walking in God’s presence.

Bartimaeus is blind, he cries out again and again saying embarrassingly messianic stuff. I’ve often wondered why Jesus doesn’t go over to Bartimaeus, or heal him at a distance. Instead He gets other people involved. 

On the whole this crowd have a poor grasp of what it means to follow Jesus and yet Jesus invites them to be part of this miracle. Jesus stops – He doesn’t shout to the blind man – Yes, What do you want! – He turns to the crowd and says “Call him”. 

That’s your job. To call others. You don’t need to know much about what it means to follow Jesus. All you need is to turn to others and say – Cheer up, on your feet, He’s calling you.  And everyone needs to hear this – cheer up! And to be helped over to Jesus – the man jumps to his feet but I rather hope that someone let him hold his elbow and guided him to Jesus. Jesus heals the blind man – Now what do you think the whole experience will have been for those who were there, for those who turned to Bartimaeus and said Cheer up!, for the man or woman who offered him an elbow – their faith is now huge and not simply because they have seen a miracle up close but because they have been caught up in doing what God wants. 

And this is the last R, Realign, it is to be caught up in doing something that God wants. It’s about having a servant heart, it’s about encouraging others to Cheer up and to help bring them to meet Jesus. It’s about listening to what they are saying and asking, as Jesus did, What do you want me to do for you?  
Bartimaeus is healed and he followed Jesus along the road. He doesn’t know that the road is headed for the cross, he doesn’t know about the troubles that await followers of Jesus so that so many of them will turn their back on Him and others will be scattered.  Perhaps the reason why St Mark puts into his gospel the name Bartimaeus is because Mark knew the man, and perhaps he expected his first readers to have heard of him too. Perhaps Bartimaeus will be one of the few followers who will stick it out because they know that in Jesus they have found someone too precious to let go of.  And this brings me right back to why we’re learning to pray like this – it’s about staying close to Jesus and knowing that He is close to you. It’s about knowing who you are as a child of God and living in the light of that, with all the power and authority that you do have. 

It’s about dealing with sin and temptations as they come at you or bubble up in your thoughts or emotions. It’s about being filled afresh with God’s Holy Spirit and walking with Jesus along the road.

It’s about Recognising, Repenting, Receiving, Rebuking, Replacing and Realigning. Go to it. Amen. 
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