June 5, 2011

What I Learned On My Almost Summer Vacation

SERMON:

We went away this weekend thanks to some wonderful church friends who blessed us with a wonderful gift certificate to Huron House Bed and Breakfast in Oscoda.   Thank you to all – it was an awesome and much needed getaway and special memory of our 35th wedding anniversary.  

The idea was a romantic getaway, but it was very spiritual for both of us as well.  We discovered many spiritual truths that I would like to share with you today.

First of all – one of things that was very apparent to us – was the typical “up north uniform of dress.” You will see flip flops, shorts and sweatshirt hoodies everywhere you go.  People in Michigan are so eager and so hungry for summer – that at the first sign of sun and frostless mornings – the up north uniform comes out.  This is definitely indigenous to the Michigan area – as opposed to the San Diego area where it is nice all the time.  We are hardy people – us Michiganders – and I was proud to be one of them.

But that being said, I could never justify the people that I knew that would jump on I-75 every Friday – to head up in bumper to bumper traffic and drive for 5 hours to a cottage – only to cut grass, paint the deck and get the boat ready to go fishin.  What was the draw?  Seemed like a lot of work to me – just to relax.

Well after a weekend in beautiful Oscoda, I think I might have seen a glimpse of why people escape to the lake every weekend.  I know what they are searching for – and I personally found it there.

One of the truths that I learned is 

Relaxation is Purposeful

You have to make yourself stop the little hamster wheel and get off for a time.  You need to plan for it and you need to make it happen.  We plan for so many things in our lives – what we will eat for dinner, what our 5 year plan is, how many children we will have, how much money we will need in the bank etc. etc.  but busyness becomes the devil’s playground – and busyness leaves no time for relaxation and no time for God.

There is no reason to feel guilty about relaxation – even Jesus had to go to the mountain and be alone and pray every once in awhile.  

That is one of the reasons that Rick and I have timeshares.  Timeshares don’t work for a lot of people – they don’t use them or they feel they are a waste of money.  We have had timeshares since our girls were little – and all because of the theory – we already paid for it – we might as well go.  It is the same reasoning that you have to clean your plate because you can’t waste any food.  We didn’t want to waste our timeshare investment – so we made sure that we went every year.  As a family we were forced to go and spend time with each other.  All of the distractions of home were gone – when we were out of town.  We were forced to talk in the car on long rides down to Florida – we could invite friends of the girls and get to know them better too.  We could experience new things together and explore new places together.  Relaxation is purposeful and sometimes it is hard work to get there.

We stopped for the day and watched sunsets every night – much to the delight of our children who onetime innocently asked – “Do we have a sunset in Michigan too?”

Relaxation forces us to step back and enjoy the world that God provided for us.  The playground that he made just for us.

In Isaiah 40:26 it says:

Lift your eyes and look to the heavens: Who created all these? He who brings out the starry host one by one, and calls them each by name. Because of his great power and mighty strength, not one of them is missing.

And further on verses 28-31 it further explains the benefits of relaxation as it says:

	Do you not know? Have you not heard? The LORD is the everlasting God, the Creator of the ends of the earth. He will not grow tired or weary, and his understanding no one can fathom. 

	He gives strength to the weary and increases the power of the weak. 

	Even youths grow tired and weary, and young men stumble and fall; 

	but those who hope in the LORD will renew their strength. They will soar on wings like eagles; they will run and not grow weary, they will walk and not be faint. 


God renews us in our relaxation.  God has a lot of competition for our attention – relaxation removes those barriers.  And God is pleased with that because we have time to notice Him.

To further illustrate this point – let’s look in Matthew 14:22  We are all familiar with the story of Jesus walking on water.  But something hit me about this story that I never caught before.

Immediately Jesus made the disciples get into the boat and go on ahead of him to the other side, while he dismissed the crowd. After he had dismissed them, he went up on a mountainside by himself to pray. When evening came, he was there alone, but the boat was already a considerable distance from land, buffeted by the waves because the wind was against it. During the fourth watch of the night Jesus went out to them, walking on the lake. When the disciples saw him walking on the lake, they were terrified. “It’s a ghost,” they said, and cried out in fear. But Jesus immediately said to them: “Take courage! It is I. Don’t be afraid.” “Lord, if it’s you,” Peter replied, “tell me to come to you on the water.” “Come,” he said. Then Peter got down out of the boat, walked on the water and came toward Jesus. But when he saw the wind, he was afraid and, beginning to sink, cried out, “Lord, save me!” Immediately Jesus reached out his hand and caught him. “You of little faith,” he said, “why did you doubt?” And when they climbed into the boat, the wind died down. Then those who were in the boat worshiped him, saying, “Truly you are the Son of God.”  (Matthew 14:22-33 - NIV)

Immediately Jesus MADE the disciples get into the boat. This was not something that they were volunteering to do. Jesus shoved them in the boat and said, “go, get out of here.” We hear of no promises that He would meet up with them on the other side. He simply shoved them afloat, not allowing any argument on the matter, while He went off to pray. So as the disciples went off into this windstorm - in which the text says it was “against it” - blowing the opposite way that they needed to go - what do you imagine they were saying to themselves? “Couldn’t we have waited until tomorrow?” Matthew tells us that they continued against this contrary wind until the fourth watch. That was between three and six in the morning. They could have been out there for about 12 hours. Blindly they kept on rowing - wondering to themselves, “why did Jesus send us out here?” 

This is in many ways a reflection of life. We get in the boat. We start rowing. We have a destination in mind. Yet the wind constantly beats against us. The waves of life wear us out. We set our minds on children, retirement, vacations, and so many other things - but the winds of nature and the waves of life slow us down to a crawl. We get exhausted as we try to get to our destination. We end up in the middle of a lake that we would have much rather just walked around.


Think about it. In your wildest dreams, how many of you planned from childhood on being in the position you are in today? Did you think - when you were ten years old - that you would have ended up with right here? Did you dream of working the same monotonous job - or of being President? None of us plan on having back problems. We don’t put in our agendas to live paycheck to paycheck.. This isn’t the way we planned it. But it’s not an accident either. In the back of our minds we realize that there are no accidents in life. Just as Jesus shoved the disciples into the middle of the lake, Proverbs 16:9 says, “In his heart a man plans his course, but the LORD determines his steps.” We know in the end that God is in control. Like it or not - God put us here. God gave you your job. He gave you your spouse. He gave you your health.  The question is - “how do we get through the storm and get to the other side?”

We’ll talk more about that this morning – but the bottom line is -  Don’t give up. Keep on plugging away. Even though it was the fourth watch and the disciples were exhausted, they didn’t give up. But they were running out of juice doing what Jesus told them to do. As husbands, wives, parents, workers, and retirees, God calls on all of us to “do all that we do to the glory of God.” Those day to day chores get to be awfully difficult at times - as if nature itself were plowing against us with all its might. Keep plugging away.

But what do we do when we are exhausted? Psalm 46:10 says, “Be still, and know that I am God; I will be exalted among the nations, I will be exalted in the earth.” Look at what happened. As the disciples were stuck in neutral, Jesus decided to come down from the mountain and go to the disciples. In a powerful display of might, Jesus calmly and yet steadily walked on water - some three and a half miles across the Sea of Galilee - and found the disciples in the middle of the lake. In the midst of their struggling and going nowhere, Jesus was easily able to overcome nature and reach these exhausted creatures of His.

“Take courage. I am. Don’t be afraid.” Isn’t that an awesome statement? In the midst of the winds and the waves - this terrible storm - Jesus was assuring them of his everlasting presence. If the disciples were wondering if they were sunk since Jesus wasn’t physically there, Jesus was saying to them, “nothing can separate me from you.” When a child is growing up he sometimes has a favorite blanket. It’s usually soft and cuddly. The feeling of it gives him or her assurance - a constancy in life. That’s what Jesus was assuring the disciples and us of. “I am.” Jesus put us in the middle of this sea. No matter where you are - you may not have planned on being here - you may have been spinning your wheels for hours and days - frustrated as all get out. In the midst of this, Jesus comes to you and says, “I am.” Jesus is not just some cuddly soft little blanket. Jesus is the LORD - the same one that rescued the Israelites out of slavery. Since He can walk on water, that tells me that HE is still in charge - even in charge of nature. He has not abandoned me.

We can all say that – but do we really believe it?  Can we just close our eyes and fall into his arms and be assured that he will catch us?  

When I was in high school – one of my favorite elective classes was drama.  No, this drama queen didn’t just happen – I was “officially trained.”  But seriously, one of the exercises that we had to do early on – was learn how to faint for dramatic effect.  We had to pick a partner and on cue, turn our back to them, and just fall and faint into their arms.  Needless to say – I had a really hard time with this – first of all – I was known for my practical jokes and pranks – so there was no one I really trusted to not get back at me – and I didn’t really know a lot of my classmates very well because I was a new freshman.

It was a very stressful experience for me.

So how do you learn to trust God with the big and little details of your life?

The next step is:

Get a Room with a View

We are a very thrifty couple.  I have often said that I’d rather spend the money and get a CD of a concert than pay $100 to actually go to the concert.  When we do go to a concert – we are usually in the cheap seats or the nosebleed seats.  I have been to Niagara Falls numerous times, but I never had a room that looked out over the falls.  I could walk around to the front of the building to see the falls – but never from the window of my room.

Thanks to Safe Harbor – for the first time in my life – I had a room with a view.  

SHOW POWERPOINT - Slide 1

This is a picture of our beautiful suite.  There was a gas fireplace that turned on with the flick of a switch, a Jacuzzi tub that put me into a coma, and a big fluffy king sized bed that looked out over the beach and lake.  We slept with our windows and shades open all night just so we could be lulled to sleep by the sound of the waves.  I laid in bed for hours just looking out at the waves and the seagulls.  We could go read or have coffee out on our own private deck looking out at the beach and lake.  

I couldn’t get enough of that view!  It was a really big deal!  I know what it means when people say,

SHOW POWERPOINT - Slide 2
LOCATION, LOCATION, LOCATION!  It was quiet and serene and there was comfort in the serenity and the constantcy of the waves.  There was something soothing about the tide and the waves.  They don’t stop – they just keep going.  You can count on it.  

That view gave me a up close and personal view of God.  What was outside that window was a first row seat to God’s constancy in my life.  The predictability of God.  The assurance that he was all around.  

It was like the difference of being in the nosebleed seats versus being in the front row of a concert.  Both people see the concert – but in the front row – you FEEL the concert.  It envelopes you – and is larger than life.  You see the facial expressions of the performers – feel the beat of the drums in your chest.  

Usually my favorite view is a sign that says “Mall Entrance” but this time I couldn’t get enough of seeing God’s facial expressions in his creations and hear the beat of his waves in my ears.  

Sometimes it costs you a little more to have the good seats – but it is well worth it.

SHOW POWERPOINT - Slide 3
Just like “relaxation is purposeful” – so is a relationship with God.  We must look for him always, we should always strive to be in the front row – his greatest fan – his loyal supporter.  We don’t need to see him with binoculars from the cheap seats – we need to get up close and personal.  We need back stage passes and learn about him and his reasoning about his lyrics and what his Word tells us.  We need to look at the intricacies of how a seashell is made – see God in every detail – hear his still small voice.  You see houses and cottages up and down the beach – and the first thing you notice is what? the big windows that they have facing the water.  When you have that kind of view outside your door – you want to open it up – and see it all the time.  You don’t climb up to the attic and look through a little peephole – you create big expansive windows and don’t put any drapes on them – so there is nothing to interfere with your view.  You become vulnerable to people seeing in – but you don’t care – because you just want to see the view.  When we belong to God and have that wonderful view – we have to become vulnerable too – because by covering up our view of God – we hurt ourselves more.  People need to see us as we are and we need to see them loving God and reveling in the view he provides.

SHOW POWERPOINT - Slide 4
At the bed and breakfast – for those people who didn’t have a room with a view – they had what they called a “community area” where those people could come – use a beach chair and enjoy the view.  Sometimes when we don’t feel we have a good view of God – we can find him in community too – through other people – through their perceptions – through conversations with them.  Through church.  Through looking at the view together – and each person taking something different from it.  

SHOW POWERPOINT - Slide 5
We walked on the beach a lot and the next morning – you couldn’t see our footprints anymore.  Nothing to say Kathie and Rick were here.  In a constantly changing world – how can we leave our mark?  We don’t leave our mark in our footprints – we leave our mark in our heart prints.  We left our mark on the people we met there – or the encounters we had.  We leave our mark to the people we share our view with – when we share it with excitement and wonder and conviction.

SHOW POWERPOINT - Slide 6
In Proverbs:  27:19

As water reflects a face, so a man's heart reflects the man.  

Each of us is made in the likeness of God and we can reflect that to each other.  We are a reflection of God.  Is that a good thought to you – or a sobering one?  Do you reflect sunny skies or do you reflect an oncoming storm?  When you look at a body of water, you will see it as a big beautiful expanse of bright blue, or teal or sometimes, almost black.  It all depends on the reflection from the sky and also what is at the bottom of the body of water.  For myself personally – this weekend pointed out to me that I too often cast many dark shadows on the reflection of God.  The world has worn me down.  Busyness has worn me down.  I find myself always on the defensive – always expecting a storm.  

Knowing God and having a view of him daily should result in a glittering shimmering pool of sunshine, but too often, I fail at that.

So I pray to God to guide my footsteps – and to give me opportunities to be light instead of darkness.  But the scary part is:  Do not ask the Lord to guide your footsteps if you are not willing to move your feet.

To prove my point - This is my favorite video of Nickolas – doing his sumo walk.  

SHOW VIDEO - Marching Nickolas
It amazes me that he knows that walking involves one foot at a time – one foot in front of the other as Lisa tried to catch up with him.    Where does he get that knowledge?  At one point in the video the front half of his body takes off forward, but his feet are planted firmly on the floor and Grandma had to remind him to move his feet.   They have to be coordinated before you actually move.  But he trusted that his Aunt Lisa was holding him – and he could go for it anyway. 

Well that video is kind of how Rick and I looked walking on the beach this weekend.  Walking on the beach can be challenging because the sand shifts with your weight – it is not a flat surface and we might feel that we are not steady enough.  They call it shifting sand for a reason.  Being in the waves can be challenging as well.

The waves do not single you out. If you choose to step into the ocean so you must be prepared to handle whatever it throws at you. If you get knocked down, you can either stand or get washed out to sea.  In life, you get knocked down, but you keep getting up, trusting all the time that God is holding you and guiding you.

If you see stormy waters, you either get a bigger boat or stay on the shore until it passes.  You either develop a bigger faith, or you sit in the cheap seats.

If your life is stormy, your sail should be faith, hope your life boat and God the Captain of your vessel.

You can stand on the shores of life and never get your feet wet or jump in.

You can live in the cheap seats – or you can have front row seats.

Getting back to our story about Jesus and the disciples in the boat.  In comes Peter - ah yes, Peter - the one who always likes to throw himself into the situation - get his hands dirty - experience it all. The rest of the disciples seemed content to sit in that boat - but Peter wasn’t satisfied with that. He wanted a piece of the action. “Lord, if it’s you,” Peter replied, “tell me to come to you on the water.” Do you notice something here? Peter didn’t just jump in the water. He didn’t assume that just because Jesus was walking on water - that HE could then walk on water. He asked for a specific Word - a specific command - from Jesus - to do so. This is an important point to make. It would have been at worst arrogant or at least ignorant for Peter to go jumping in that stormy water without a Word from Christ. His faith rested on the Word. So he sought the Word and promise of Jesus so that he could experience this miracle and come closer to Christ even more so.  He asked for a word of encouragement from his Savior.  When we hear God’s Word and apply it to our lives – we have permission to make miracles happen.  We have direction, we have stability.

How do we steady ourselves on shifting sand or stormy waters?  

Know your Footing

A few weeks ago I caught the TV show, “America’s Funniest Videos.” A dad was trying to show his small son how to fish, specifically how to use a rod and reel. Dad motioned to the little boy to cast his line and the little boy picked up his smaller rod and reel and swung it out, throwing his whole body into it and almost fell out.  The funny part came when Dad, acting on reflexes, grabbed for the boy, missed him, and promptly went head over heels, into the water, got tangled like mad in his own line, and came up sputtering.
In all of that I see a parable about our witness as Christians. In order to save someone else, we need to be sure of our own footing. Where we stand is not always solid ground; it is sometimes a shaky place. And if we are unprepared and insecure, the place where we stand will throw us overboard, and we’ll be no good to anybody.

Let’s peg down some things. Few if any of us are on completely solid ground. We face challenges and uncertainty every day.  We have to make decisions, consider our health, attend to our finances, handle conflicts, do it all – and then the church comes along and says, “You ought to be witnessing to somebody else. You ought to be telling others about Jesus.“ The trouble is that we are in a shaky little boat, without a good place to stand; and trying to show others how to live, when we are unsteady, well, that just may tangle us up and drown us too. 

Makes sense, but think of something:

I always have to laugh at the doom and gloom of weather reporters.  They have their fancy dopplers and all their fancy equipment and they quote percentages of rain and even have an hour by hour forecast on the weather channel.  Guess what – they are wrong a good part of the time.    Apparently God doesn’t check with them when he is creating weather patterns.  Weather reporters have egg on their faces a lot of the time.  But does that stop them from reporting?  We still listen to them, we still rely on their “expertise” because it is better than what we can come up with.  We watch those crazy reporters stand in the eye of a hurricane as trees and houses are blowing around behind them – and we think they are nuts – but we are still eager to see their footage and hear their accounts of what is happening.


We don’t need to be right all the time – we don’t need to have the right words all the time – we just need a secure place to stand and people will want to hear what we have to say – just like the weatherman.

Jesus showed us that if we are going to be His witness, we do need a secure place to stand. But that secure place is not based on external circumstances. It’s based on knowing who we are and whose we are. It’s based on faith. If we are to be effective witnesses, we must get a solid place to stand, but it won’t be because of props. It’ll be from something inside.

When we are called on to share our faith, we back off, don’t we, because, well, it’s not the right time or place? Should we just say to that  neighbor across the back fence, “Can I set up an appointment with you to come and talk about the plan of salvation?” No, it isn’t that neat and clear-cut. The opportunity  came when that the police caught your neighbor’s son and your neighbor said to you, “I don’t know what I’m going to do about that boy.” It came when the lady across the street went to bed one night feeling a little off, and the next morning they found her dead, and you had to think of something to say to her family. That’s when we feel insecure and shaky – when we didn’t choose the time or place.

But that’s when we need to reflect God. It is in the crisis moments of life that we need most of all to be able to stand, to share, to witness. We very seldom will have time to get ready. It will just be there. Boom. 

Jesus stood out there in that boat, that shaky little boat in the middle of the Sea of Galilee, on which storms arise so quickly, as a sign of His faith. He knew who He was; He knew that God was with Him. And so He spoke to the need of the moment.

You and I will find our security by trusting God to give us the words to say and letting God handle our anxieties. When He brings you into a place where a witness is to be given, give it. Speak it. It may not be the circumstances you would have chosen. But if you are His, you will be secure, secure because you belong to Him.

If you want to do a witness to someone, love them. Meet them where they are. Give them a comfort zone. Let them sit down on safe dry land while you bob around on uncharted theological waters. Do not worry about theological formulas or compilations of Bible verses. The goal is not to make sure you feel safe – but to make them feel safe.  Listen to people’s heart cries. Pay attention to their humanity. Witness is love and listening and safety.

Even then, of course, our witness may not be successful, as the world judges success. We are not going to win everybody we seek to win. We are not going to persuade everybody we seek to persuade. We are not even going to gain the appreciation of everyone we try to love. That’s hard to accept. But it’s true.

Jesus put that into perspective too. Jesus put our work as witnesses into perspective by telling us that people are going through all kinds of stuff. So success in witnessing is not about us. It’s not about how good we are or how capable we are. Success is about being faithful and knowing that others respond according to whatever is happening in their own lives.

APPLICATION:

These are the things I learned on my almost summer vacation.  

Relaxation is purposeful.

Get a room with a view

Know your footing.

We were blessed this weekend – and we thank you all for that.  We met God – and even though we weren’t at Safe Harbor – we found a safe harbor.  And we saw a lighthouse too!

At the end of our time in Oscoda as we were driving home – Rick asked if I would like an iced coffee from McDonalds (which I recently have become addicted to).  I responded “No thanks” – I need to save my money – so I can go back to Huron House and see my little slice of heaven.  It occurred to me as I said the words – that my slice of heaven – is already been paid for – in full.  This weekend was merely a taste of what my promised eternity will be like.  I will have a wonderful view of all that God has prepared for me – I will have friends and family with me to share the experience with – and all will be right with the world.  

I told Rick that I wanted to stay at Huron House forever – and yep – that is the goal.  Heaven is forever.   The goal of life is to get there in the end – and it has already been paid for.  

If Lisa and Larry – handed me a deed today and said – “here, we bought you a beach house – enjoy!”  How would I respond?  Think about it.  I definitely would invite them to stay anytime they wanted and share it with me.  I would open that invitation up to anyone they wanted to join us.  What it they wanted me to maintain it – or repair it when needed?  What if Larry’s brother needed a favor to help with his computer – how could we say no?  They gave us a beach house for goodness sake!  God gives us all the richness of heaven – paid for it in full – and we just have to hold out our hand and our heart and accept it.  We don’t have to do anything to earn it – but of course – shouldn’t we be eager to do so?

Wouldn’t we want to open the invitation to others – or to help out Jesus’ brother if he needed our help?  

Shouldn’t it be mi casa es su casa?  My home in heaven could be your home in heaven too?

Rick and I came back renewed to serve God and to serve his people.  This is never a burden, but an opportunity for God to build more mansions and more rooms in heaven.  I will consider myself God’s real estate representative to show the wonders of having a relationship and an eternity with him.  

The things that drive me crazy are still there – and sometimes the boat at Safe Harbor is a little shaky, and sometimes we sit out in the middle of the lake – and we wonder how we got here - but we have our footing – and we definitely know which way we are headed.

There may be detours ahead – we might even have to change boats – but we still know who holds the compass and who will give us the answers one step at a time.  

