Living on Purpose:  Family Matters


This is week four of our “Living on Purpose” series. Last week we talked about being wired for worship.  There is something about how we are made that causes us to look up and to try to connect with God.  God wants us to make that connection!  And there is another connection that God wants us to make.   After God made Adam, God said, it’s not good for the man to be alone.   We interpret that to be about marriage, and it is.  But it’s not just about marriage.  It’s a broader statement.  We were made—even the introverts among us like me--to be in relationship with other people.   And when we accept the call to be followers of Jesus, we also become a part of a community, a church, a family.


Before I go any further on the topic, let me read Mark 12:28-34.  At least a part of this should sound familiar if you were here last week.   I’ll read the other passage at the end of the sermon.  

Mark 12:28-34


In this passage, Jesus quotes the Great Commandment that we talked about last week.  The commandment to love God with all that we have and with all that we are.  Jesus adds a second commandment and says that we need to look at both of them together.  You need to love God, he said, “and your neighbor as yourself.”  These two commandments, together, are the most important.  In fact, if you look at the Ten Commandments, these two summarize the whole list.  Love God and love your neighbor.  

Think about this:  There is one God. And God only has one family, one church.  When I say one church, I don’t mean Morning Star, and I don’t mean the Presbyterian Church either.  I’m saying that God’s family transcends any human barriers that we try to put up.  Those who belong to Jesus, belong to the same family.  But we need a place to plug in.  And that’s where Morning Star comes in.  It’s a place where real people can find real community.    


These days many of us find our lives fragmented and our souls isolated.  Hours commuting on the highways and working with computers or other technology leaves people feeling empty. The stress of working in a high-pressure, production oriented environment leaves them exhausted.  The competitive workplace leaves people suspicious of the intentions of others.  Broken relationships and losses leave people with a feeling of abandonment.  So, people today need a place to heal, to grow, to simply be loved.  A place where they can be accepted for who they are.  God created the church for this purpose.   Like parts of the human body, we all draw strength from each other, and we support and nourish each other.  


In The Purpose Driven Life, Rick Warren talks about several different types of fellowship or community that we can experience in the church.  First there’s the fellowship of sharing.  We learn to give and to receive from each other.  Then we experience the fellowship of studying God’s word together.  We grow through the mutual exchange that takes place in small groups as we talk about the Bible and about our lives—and as we worship together.  We grow to yet a deeper level of intimacy with each other in the fellowship of serving every time we work together in ministry or even go away on a mission trip.  Perhaps the deepest and most intense level—and one that we know a bit about around here—is the fellowship of suffering, “where we enter into each other’s pain and grief and carry each other’s burdens.”  (p141)  


This is what we were made for:  to grow together in the family of God, the church, as we share, study, serve and suffer.  


That’s what we were made for.  But it doesn’t always turn out that way, does it?  What often happens in the church is a lot like what happens in our families.  Let me explain:

A very nervous man went to see his doctor, accompanied by his rather controlling (aka “nagging”) wife.  After checking the man out and referring to his chart, the doctor nodded and wrote the man a prescription for a powerful tranquilizer. The man asked, “How often do I take these?


“Let’s start off with one every six hours.  But they’re not for you,” replied the doctor.  “They’re for your wife.”  (internet)


Relationships are a real challenge, aren’t they?  And marriage is one of the most challenging, as every couple discovers sooner or later.  It’s been said that in marriage a man and a woman become one, and after the honeymoon, they discover which one.  (Not without struggle!)

Something very like that is true in the church.  We know that in Christ we are called to be “one.”  But what happens in many churches, is that a whole lot of energy gets expended trying to be the one!    For instance, a couple of people in the church were arguing over some topic or other, and finally one of them got totally exasperated and said, “Fine!  You do it your way and I’ll do it God’s way.”


The challenge we face in the church is that we all come from different backgrounds, different experiences, we grew up in different kinds of families.  Some of those families were unhealthy, some were addictive, others downright abusive.  And the thing is that, even if you didn’t like the dynamics in your family of origin, your tendency is to bring some of your old habits along with you when you walk in the door of the church.  In other words, unless you intentionally do something different, you will recreate the family as you know it.  Or, if you’ve had church experience elsewhere, the tendency is to try to recreate the church family as you know it, whether or not that was a healthy experience.    


We are family.  But the question is,  what kind of family shall we use as our model?  Ward and June Cleaver, Wally and the Beaver, are long gone—and at best they were just a figment of our imagination anyway.  Too good to be true.  Most of our other models are too true to be good!  How about the family you grew up in?  Shall we use your family as a model for how our church family should function?  Probably not.  How about the families we know about from the Bible?  Adam and Eve, with their sons Cain and Abel.  Remember Cain murdered his brother.  How about Abraham and Sarah, and Sarah’s handmaid Hagar, (with whom Abraham had Ishmael), and Isaac? Now, there’s a family to model after!  How about Isaac and Rebecca and their twin boys Esau and Jacob, who were always competing for their parents’ favor.  Jacob was Rebecca’s favorite, and Esau was his father’s favorite.  And Jacob eventually tricked his brother out of his birthright.  


You get the idea.  If we model our spiritual family after any human family, it won’t work.  We will either create a fantasy world, like Leave it to Beaver – and fantasies don’t hold up under stress.  Or we will re-create dysfunction of one sort or another.  


What we need is a whole new kind of family. 


In 2 Corinthians, Paul says “So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new!”  And that includes our relationships. 


 So, toss out your fantasy models of what the church ought to be, and let go of the old habits that you brought with you.  Be ready to learn something new.  

Here’s a model that I think describes what God wants the church to be like.  It’s a lesson from nature, and perhaps you’ve heard it before.  This time of year, if you are in the right place, you can see geese banding together and forming their classic V shape to fly south.  We can learn a lot from them.  Here’s why that V formation is so effective.  When each bird flaps his or her wings, it creates an uplift for the bird immediately following.  By flying in a V formation, the whole flock adds at least 71% greater flying range than each bird can fly on its own.  If we Christians band together with a common sense of purpose and direction, and if we stick together, we can get where we are going more effectively, because we will each travel with that extra boost that comes from our brothers and sisters.

Whenever a goose falls out of formation, it suddenly feels the drag and resistance of trying to go it alone, and quickly gets back into formation to take advantage of the lifting power of the bird immediately in front.  The lesson here is the one you probably learned in kindergarten:  Stay with your group!  If you once taste the fellowship and the nurture of the church, you will notice a distinct difference when you wander off.  You will want to return.  


When the lead goose gets tired, he rotates back in the wing and another goose flies point.   If you’re doing a tough job, it’s helpful to let someone else take a turn once in a while.  Take a little break.  This is also a challenge for the next person to step up to the plate.  Don’t just sit back expecting others to take the lead.


Do you know why geese honk?  The geese honk from behind to encourage those up front to keep up their speed.  What do we say when we honk from behind?  Is it encouragement, criticism, gossip?  Encouragement is what works.  


Finally, when a goose gets sick, or is wounded and falls out, two geese fall out of formation and follow her down to help and protect her.  They stay with the sick goose until she is either able to return to fly or until she dies.  And then they launch out on their own or with another formation to catch up with their original group.  Now, that’s commitment.  It’s also smart.  The sick goose is taken care of, and the flock can continue on its journey.  The two care-geese have each other to depend on until they join up with their group again.  (Illustrations unlimited, 125-126)  


We sometimes use the phrase “silly goose” but if we have as much sense as a goose, the church will thrive and the church will reach its destination.  


With all of that in mind, listen to what Paul has to say in Colossians 3:12-17
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