Breaking the Cycle

I Chronicles 4:9 & 10, Ephesians 1:15-23


One of the most memorable e-mails I received over the holiday weekend was a one-liner.  It said that when relatives come to visit, they don’t just bring luggage. They bring baggage.  


It’s true, isn’t it?  If you didn’t spend time with family this weekend, no doubt you at least spoke to some of the people with whom you grew up, and share a common history, and some common baggage.  Connecting with family reminds us that we have many things to be thankful for, but also a few things to recover from.  It’s a good reality check for those of us who have a great desire to serve God.

Our families have a big impact on who we are and what we have become, don’t they?  And if our family history has negative elements in it, we are likely to pass those on to our kids.  We know this is true genetically.  If your parents had high blood pressure or heart disease, you will have a higher risk factor for heart disease as well.  More than likely your kids will, too.  But the same is true of our emotional life too.  What we experience as kids has a big impact on what we become.  For instance, 70% of children from abusive homes will tend to become abusive themselves.   The pain of one generation is inherited by the next.  For better or worse, most of us will become our mothers or our fathers--unless there is some kind of intervention.  

Here again, we can learn from Jabez.  Jabez was a man whose life began with a fair amount of painful baggage.  But he didn’t want to pass that pain on to another generation.  He wanted to leave a positive mark on the world.  He wanted to break the cycle and begin a life of wholeness not just for himself but also for his descendents. 

So, he opened his life to God (God bless me!), then he asked God for more opportunity to serve (enlarge my territory), and then he stepped out in faith, asking for God’s power (O that your hand would be with me).   He began to move out beyond the pain into a productive life.

If you have prayed these prayers with Jabez, I suspect that you have learned that those are dangerous prayers to pray, because not only does God answer them, but they also put us in enemy territory.  At the very pinnacle of our spiritual success, Satan lurks because we are invading his turf.  The name ‘satan’ means ‘adversary’ and that is what Satan is.  Satan is against us.  Against God.  Against peace and justice and wholeness. Against the growth of God’s kingdom.  

When we walk out onto the frontiers of the spiritual life as Jabez did, we will find Satan’s temptations there:  in the form of discouragement or enticement, or guilt or pride or fear or lust or greed.  Anything to distance us from our calling.  Anything to cause us pain, or to entice us to cause pain to another.   

We all have chinks in our armor, don’t we?  And for many of us, it’s a boomerang from the past that is so devastating.  Just when we think we are doing better, some of the family baggage shows up at our doorstep.  Do you know what I’m talking about?  If you watch ER, you know about Abby’s mother (played by Sally Field) who keeps showing up like the proverbial bad penny and reminding Abby of her painful past, and she wonders if she can ever get past that pain and just live her life.  For Abby the boomerang is made of her mother’s mental illness, and the disappointments and embarrassment that have come with it, along with her own codependency.  Growing up, she was more the parent than her mother was.  

For me the boomerang is made of guilt, shame, low self-esteem, perfectionism.  I remember listening to a Garrison Keillor Lake Wobegone tape (which I do from time to time for cheap therapy), and I remember hearing him say in a way that only he could, how tough it was for a child to grow up in Lake Wobegone.  The parents of Lake Wobegone insisted that they excel in everything, and then kept reminding them “just remember, you’re nothing!”  Many of us share that conflictive kind of upbringing.  And just when we are at the pinnacle of success, we begin to fall because we realize that we are not perfect after all, and if we are not perfect, we’re nothing.   


What was the pain that marked your childhood? Maybe it was alcoholism.  Maybe it was guilt, or shame, or a low self-esteem.  Maybe it was a sharp tongue.  Abusive language, or humor laced with animosity.  That can be just as devastating as physical abuse.  Contemporary rabbi Cheryl Peretz describes words as arrows that are far worse than a physical attack.  Why?  The would-be killer has shot and let fly an arrow, it cannot be brought back even if he wants to do so.  Once words are said, they cannot be retracted, retrieved or erased.  (story file, 18.1.5)  For instance, a woman was trying to elicit a compliment or two from her husband. She said, “Honey, do you love me because I’m astonishingly beautiful, that I’m extremely sharp and intelligent, or that I’m stunningly sensual?”  He shot back, “Well, darling, most of all I’m grateful for your vivid imagination!”  (story file 18.1.4)  

Our friend Jabez prayed that God would keep him from evil, that he might not cause pain.  The man whose life had a painful beginning, was determined to pass something better to the next generation.  In order to do that, he needed to break the cycle of pain, and live into the new life that God has given him.  And so do we all.  Jabez brings us back full circle to where we were four weeks ago.  To the place of opening our life to God.  Intentionally and freely letting God get at those painful places in our heart, and create change.  Building character, forging integrity, creating peace.  So that we can leave a legacy of wholeness instead of pain.   

It’s important for us as Christians to hear this.  Just because we have become Christians does not mean we are instantly and automatically well in every aspect.  Many, like Jabez, need to enter into an intentional process of emotional recovery that goes hand in hand with our spiritual growth.  


One of the ministry priorities at Morning Star is something that we call “recovery ministries.”  If we simply try to grow a church, without also helping one another to get emotionally healthy, then we will be a part of passing on the pain.  If we simply grow bigger without working at healthy relationships between us, we will set ourselves up for failure in the long run.   

 So how do we break the cycle?  Well, I think we need to be intentional about how we are going to live our lives.   We need to learn from the past—and from the future, too.  

A little girl was watching as her parents were getting ready to go to a party.  As her dad take his tuxedo out of the closet, she said, “Daddy, you shouldn’t wear that suit.”  “And why not?” her father said.  “You know that it always gives you a headache the next morning.”  (parables, etc. 21.9.5)

We have to be intentional about our growth.  So, to help ourselves in the right direction, we would do well to add to the prayer of Jabez yet another prayer.  This is a prayer that Paul prayed for the Christians from Ephesus, and which can give us direction in our own struggle against pain.  

Paul prays for wisdom and understanding, light and hope.  These are gifts from God.  If we open ourselves to God, God will help us to understand what it means to live in his family.  We will know God better, and as we know God better, we will recognize with greater clarity where God is leading us.  God will enlighten us and set us on the right path.  

It is the second part of the passage that I want to emphasize even more.  Paul speaks of God’s power within us—the very same power that raised Christ from the dead is in us!  God will make changes in us that we are powerless to make ourselves.  I often like to borrow the idea of the first step from AA.  The alcoholic can make no progress in recovery until he or she acknowledges powerlessness over the addiction.  We are powerless over our own painful past and our tendency to pass that pain along.  But God is powerful in us.  If we trust in our own strength, the result will be pride and failure.  If we trust God to work in us, we will experience a genuine recovery and spiritual growth.  

God is powerful in us.  And Christ rules over everything.  Everything. Paul says that Christ rules over all forces, authorities, powers, and rulers, all beings in the world, the past and the future.  What this means is that if we surrender to Christ, then nothing can hold us captive again.  Nothing.  We are set free.  Truly free.  

Our part of the deal is to do the tough work of surrender.  And it is tough work.  But don’t skip it just because it’s difficult.  

Here’s a true story that happened sometime in the 1950’s:  Bob had finally made it to the last round of the $64,000 Question.  He was the best contestant that had ever been on the show.  When the MC stepped up to the mike on the final night, he said, “Bob you have chosen the category of American History for your final question.  You know that if you correctly answer this question, you will walk away $64,000 richer.  Are you ready?”  Bob nodded with cocky confidence and the crowd went wild.  He hadn’t missed a question all week. “Bob, your question on American History is a two-part question.  As you know, you may answer either part first.  As a rule, the second half of the question  is always easier.  Which part would you like to take a stab at first?”


Bob was now becoming more noticeably nervous.  He couldn’t believe it, but he was drawing a blank.  American History was his easiest subject, but he played it safe.  “I’ll try the easier part first.”  The MC nodded approvingly.  “Here we go, Bob.  I will ask you the second half first, then the first half.”  


The audience grew quiet.  “Bob, here is your question.  And in what year did it happen?”  (aol)


Don’t skip over the tough stuff!  Spiritual and emotional growth are both hard work.  But they open us to the real power of God in our life.  

PAGE  
6

