

14

Becoming a Ripple-Maker
January 17th, 2010

There’s little doubt that our country continues to face deepening divides along all sorts of social and political lines. 
· There are the democrats and republicans, the “far-left” and the “far-right,” pro-life and pro-choice, 
· There are those who support the war and those who don’t; there are those who love cats and those who most definitely prefer dogs… 
· I mean, the list could go on and on… polarizing positions that seem to separate people along all kinds of ideological lines.

I was kidding around a few weeks ago about another way you can define or divide human beings.  And, that is… how they get into a pool. 
· You see, there are those who take the incremental approach… where you start with one toe. “Oooh, that’s cold!” 
· And then you go to the ankle, and it takes about 20 minutes to get all the way in, and you’re miserable the whole time.
· There are those who take the incremental approach… 

But then there are those who take the opposite approach. Do you know remember what the other way is to get into a swimming pool? 
· Yes… the Cannonball! It just doesn’t matter how cold the water is… you want in… and nothing’s gonna stop you!
· You see, unlike the incremental approach, the Cannonball is designed to create maximum impact. 
· And you know that because, when you do the cannonball, the wakes and ripples go all the way to the edge of the pool. 

Well, this morning, I want to continue where I left off a few weeks ago when I spoke on “The Ripple Effect…” the impact our lives can have to those around us.
· And I want to start with a passage from the book of Genesis, chapter 12, where the whole ripple effect really began.
· But as I read it, let me know if you can tell which part of this passage may be a little “off” a bit from the original.  Ready? Ok,  here goes…
· "The Lord had said to Abram, 'I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you can keep all these blessings to yourself.'" 

Can you tell which part is a little off? What God actually said was, “I will make you a great nation… I will bless you… I will make your name great…”
· “So that, through you, all the peoples of the earth will be blessed.”
· Make no mistake about it… God wants to bless you… and He wants you to continually live in and experience His blessing.
· But that blessing isn’t just about you. It's not just about me. His idea is that the blessing be kind of a pass-through deal. 
· They come to me so that they can flow through me into other people's lives. 

So what I’d like to focus on this morning is what it is that makes somebody a ripple maker. 
· What are the characteristics that kind of mark or distinguish the life of a person who can really become a conduit for God's blessing…
· Who can make an impact for God in this world. 
· But just before I get to that, I just want to share two things that a ripple maker is not. So…

First of all, being a ripple maker does not require perfection. A ripple maker is not somebody who is perfect. 
· You don’t have to be a monk, a mystic, a missionary, or a hermit in order to really be a blessing in someone’s life. 
· Whatever your track record is, if you’re willing to fully surrender to God right now, then God can use you. 
· Just look at the people God uses: 

Abraham was a liar. Jacob was a deceiver. Moses was a fugitive. Gideon was a coward. Samson was a complete mess. 
· Eli was a bad father. David was an adulterer. Elijah was suicidal. The disciples were all people of little faith. 
· James & John were status seekers while Peter denied Jesus three times and cut a guy's ear off!

An yet, in 2 Corinthians 12:9, Paul said it was precisely when he felt most inadequate that God's Word came to him…
· "My grace is sufficient for you, for My strength is made perfect in your weakness." 
· You see… being a ripple-maker is about God's grace, not about your or my gifts. So it doesn't require perfection. 
· If you're willing to fully surrender right now, then you're eligible!

One other thing a ripple maker is not. Being a ripple maker is not about what might be called bumper sticker Christianity. 
· It's not about slogans and t-shirts. Jesus actually warned one time about people who clean up the outside of the cup but they neglect the inside. 
· I read this story earlier in the week... "A man was being tailgated by a stressed-out woman on a busy street. 
· Suddenly just in front of him, the light turned yellow. He did the right thing. He stopped at the crosswalk even though he probably could have made it through if he had hit the gas pedal. 

But the tailgating woman was furious... repeatedly honked her horn, screamed in frustration because she missed her chance to get through the intersection while also dropping her cell phone and her makeup."
· "While she was still in mid-rant, she heard a tap on her window and looked into the face of a very stern-looking police officer. 
· The officer ordered her to exit her car with her hands up. He took her to the police station where she was searched, fingerprinted, photographed, and placed in a holding cell. 
· After a couple of hours, a policeman approached the cell, opened the door. She was escorted to the booking desk where the arresting officer was waiting with her personal effects.

He said, 'I'm very sorry for the mistake. See I pulled up behind your car while you were blowing your horn, gesturing rudely to the guy in front of you, and cussing a blue streak at him. 
· But then I noticed that What Would Jesus Do? window sticker, the Choose Life license plate holder, 
· the Follow Me to Sunday School bumper sticker, and the chrome-plated Christian fish emblem on the trunk. 
· And so, naturally I assumed you had stolen the car.'"

I think the world is getting a little tired of Christians who are mainly known for Christian bumper stickers and Christian slogans and Christian politics…
· but who do not actually do what Jesus said to do. 
· Wouldn’t it be amazing if followers of Jesus Christ were instead known for living the kind of lives Jesus said to live?!
· Jesus is pretty clear about this. This is from the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew, chapter 5… and I’m taking this from Eugene Peterson's translation called, The Message.
· Here is what Jesus says to you and to me from Matthew 5:13-16:

"Let me tell you why you are here. You're here to be salt-seasoning that brings out the God-flavors of this earth. If you lose your saltiness, how will people taste godliness? You've lost your usefulness and will end up in the garbage. Here is another way to put it: You're here to be light, bringing out the God- colors in the world. God is not a secret to be kept. We're going public with this, as public as a city on a hill. If I make you light-bearers, you don't think I'm going to hide you under a bucket, do you? I'm putting you on a light stand. Now that I've put you there on a hilltop, on a light stand – shine! Keep open house; be generous with your lives. By opening up to others, you'll prompt people to open up with God, this generous Father in heaven."

What Jesus said is what He actually did. Whatever you think about Jesus... whatever you believe about the authority of the Scripture... 
· it's a simple historical fact that no life has ever had as much impact as the life of Jesus. 
· So in the rest of this message, we're going to look at the greatest Ripple Maker who ever lived and let Him teach us... 
· What does a ripple maker actually look like? It starts with this.

It begins with a willingness to let my heart be broken when I look at the world, to step out of my life. 
· This one is a sobering one for me in particular… because of the earthquake in Haiti this week.
· When I first heard about it, it certainly caught my attention. To be honest, I found myself emotionally disengaged from it… almost avoiding the images and reports.

Truth is, I had already had this section of the message prepared for today… about a willingness, on the part of would-be ripple-makers,
· To allow their hearts to be touched by the things that touch the heart of God. 
· So, I asked God for His heart for Haiti… and, honest, from that moment I felt so much more engaged.
· It's a striking thing about Jesus. Over and over there is a word the Bible uses to describe Him. It's the word compassion. 


One time a leper approached Jesus and asked to be healed. The text says, in Mark 1:40-41 that… 
· "With compassion, Jesus reached out His hand, touched the man. 'I'm willing.' He said, 'Be clean.'"
· Or another time a whole crowd of people… filled with the suffering and sick… came to Jesus. 
· It says in Matthew 14:14, "Jesus had compassion on them when He saw them and healed their sick." 
· Or another time, in Matthew 9:36, it says, "When He saw the crowds, He had compassion on them." 

Not just because of their physical suffering but spiritually "because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd."
· Jesus consistently and deliberately put Himself in places where He would see human suffering, and it truly touched His heart. 
· He felt it so deeply... He identified with it so fully, that He said, "When you see people suffering, whatever you do even for those who seem to be the least important, it's like you're doing it for Me. 
· When you see human suffering and you do nothing, it's like you're doing nothing for Me." 

As you probably know, tomorrow is Martin Luther King day. Over forty years ago, this great leader said this… He said, 
· “Every man must decide whether he will walk in the light of creative altruism or in the darkness of destructive selfishness…”
· He said that “History will have to record that the greatest tragedy of this period of social transition was not the strident clamor of the bad people, but the appalling silence of the good people.”
· You see, the hearts of Ripple Makers will be moved by these words. Or, at the very least, these words will challenge them to re-engage… 
· to more effectively balance the weight of their focus between themselves and those suffering & sick around them.

Most everyone in this room knows about an organization called World Vision… an organization playing a very effective humanitarian role in Haiti. 
· I'll tell you how they get started over 60 years ago now. A guy named Bob Pierce traveled around the world preaching the gospel of Jesus. 
· He was in China, and a little girl heard that message and received Christ. 
· But when she went home to tell her family, her father disowned her and kicked her out of their home.

She went back to the missionary she knew there and asked if she could live with her because she had no place else to go. 
· The missionary went to Bob Pierce and said, "If I could have $5, this little girl could live for a year in my home because it's overloaded right now. If I can't find $5, I'll have to say no." 
· Bob Pierce wrote on the flyleaf of his Bible, "Let my heart be broken by the things that break the heart of God." 
· That's how World Vision got started... with one willing, broken heart.

Then a second mark of a ripple maker...we see this in Jesus... of a ripple maker is not just generosity. It is sacrificial generosity.
· As I look at history and the world, there is no doubt in my mind that Jesus Christ is the most unselfish, most generous Person who ever lived. 
· Even as He faced the most unselfish, most sacrificial act in history, we’re told in Hebrews 12:2 that it was for the “Joy set before Him that He endured the Cross.”

In 2 Corinthians 8:9, Paul said this about Jesus: He said, "Though He was rich, yet for your sakes He became poor."
· I'll ask myself sometimes, “Honestly... does giving feel like something I have to do because if I don't do, I'll get in trouble? Do I do it for like compulsory reasons?” 
· This is what the apostle Paul wrote. He said, "Each of you should give whatever you have decided in your heart to give, not reluctantly or under compulsion, because God loves a cheerful giver." (2 Corinthians 9:7)
· And why? Because that's the heart of God. Because God is Himself a cheerful giver. 

Because Jesus is the most sacrificially generous Person who ever lived, it didn't drag Him down. In fact, it filled Him with joy.
· Does giving bring joy? I mean, God is really serious about this. I'll probably get in trouble for saying this, but I'll say it anyhow. 
· If you don't want to give, just stop giving. There is no gun to anybody's head. Just do an honest experiment. 
· If in your heart you want to just quit giving and keep everything you acquire, then honestly…
· Just go down that road as far as you need to go down that road. 

But from time to time as you go down that right, stop… and ask the question... 
· “Has my keeping everything for my own immediate family given me a more joyful heart? Just try. If it does, just go down that road.
· But what Jesus would say is, "You know, real smart people with lots and lots of acquiring capacity have been farther down that road than you ever have, and they found out that it's a dead end." 

The question here is this... Do I find myself... when I compare myself to other people, do I compare up, or do I compare down? 
· Am I measuring my life against those with more stuff than I do (which can feed the “I need to hold on to more” mentality)
· Or, am I looking at people who have so much less… to those who need something that I might be able to provide?
· You see, ripple-makers are always developing a heart for people with less so giving becomes something their heart is engaged in. 
· Ripple makers live with a growing sense of sacrificial generosity. Honestly, has that happened in my heart? Has it happened in yours?

Another sign of a ripple maker. Ripple makers live with a sense of what might be called sanctified dissatisfaction. 
· You see… there is good discontent, and there is bad discontent. 
· Ripple makers live with what might be called sanctified discontent. Let's get into it like this. Turn to the person next to you and tell them the worst sin you ever committed. No, don't actually do that one.
· I said that because I'm going to tell you about what I think would probably be my worst sin… at least in general terms. 

It would be selfishness. It’s my propensity to put me in the center of my little agenda... my life… where life becomes about the pursuit of my dreams. 
· Isn't it interesting all the language we have to describe all that? "Follow your dreams." "Living the dream." "I'm living the dream."
· Then what I want to do is get into my dream school so that one day I can have my dream job and then I can drive my dream car and that will help me attract my dream spouse. 
· Then we can live in our dream house. Then we can have some dream kids. Then we can go on our dream vacation to get away from those dream kids. 

Then we can have a 401K so that one day we can live in our 401 retirement. Then I will die and have a dream funeral. 
· Get laid out in my dream casket. Buried in a dream plot of dirt. Because if I follow my dreams, see, that's where it always ends up.
· And the sad reality is that this whole attitude is reflected in the lives of Jesus followers all the time.

In fact, Christians often relegate God’s job to the fulfillment of my dream. So much so, that, if it's not happening... 
· if I don't get in to my dream school or get my dream job or my dream car or the dream spouse or the dream house or so...
· then it's God's fault! Then I start getting mad at God because He hasn't fulfilled my dreams. 

Guys… as Jesus followers, we need to, once and for all, quit making God the genie who’s supposed to fulfill my dreams…
· And instead, ask God for His help in embracing a much bigger and better dream. 
· In fact, we simply need His help in embracing all that is on His heart… “God, what is your dream for my life?”
· “God, don’t let me be content with anything less than all that is on Your heart.”

Thousands of years ago, some powerless and impoverished men, called prophets, changed the world forever mostly through their words. 
· You see, their words were a description of God's dream. The old Hebrew word that reflects this dream... is the word shalom. 
· Now it has mostly lost its bite and its edge and its audacity. We've turned it into kind of a greeting card word. 
· It usually gets translated peace, but it's way bigger than that.
· Shalom is where things are just the way God wants them to be... physically, spiritually, and relationally and economically. 

Now if you believe, as many people in our day do, that reality is nothing more than a random accident… 
· a cosmic mistake, which is evolving toward some unknown future, then there really is no particular way things ought to be. 
· There’s just the way I want things to be… and the way you want things to be, and the way things are.
· But the prophets said, "No, there is a way things were designed to be because there is a Designer." 

They used pictures, images, metaphors, symbols, and stories to describe the way things are supposed to be. 
· People beating swords into plowshares, for example.  In other words, instead of using technology for violence or injustice… 
· let’s just re-forge them into something that can bless.  Let’s use it for generosity.

You see, they used images that touch your heart if you stop long enough to feel what they were feeling. 
· They said in Isaiah 65 that, in shalom, people "will build houses and dwell in them; they will plant vineyards and eat their fruit. No longer will they build houses and others live in them, or plant and others eat. They will not labor in vain, nor will they bear children doomed to misfortune; for they will be a people blessed by God." 

Truth is, the reason the books of the prophets can be challenging books to get through is because the prophets lived in the pain of the gap between the way things were and the way things were meant to be... shalom. 
· No one lived with this pain more than Jesus. Jesus, although He was the most joyfully generous Person who ever lived… 
· Might also have been the most dissatisfied person who ever lived. 
· Not dissatisfied in His own life with God... but rather, dissatisfied with the sin-wrecked world around Him. 

Dissatisfied with the hypocrisy and the greed and the misused sexuality and exploitation and pride and deceit. 
· He confronted it so uncompromisingly that it got Him crucified.
· And now… we live between the beauty of shalom and the pain of how things are: 
· Sex trafficking so bad UNICEF says every two minutes a child is being prepared for sexual exploitation. That's not the way things are supposed to be. 

A story in the Associated Press last week... best estimates are right now a billion people in our world are desperately hungry. 
· A child dies of malnutrition every six seconds. That's not the way things are supposed to be. 
· There will be over a million abortions in the United States this year. That's not the way things are supposed to be.

So where do you feel this burning, sanctified discontent? Maybe it's over young people not getting a quality education. 
· You look at young lives on a what seems to be a road to nowhere… and it just cries out in your heart… "This is not the way things are supposed to be." 
· Maybe it's over little children with cancer. Maybe its single moms giving everything they can to get ahead but only seem to be going backwards.
· You say, "That's not the way things are supposed to be.

As much as some reports want to paint a rosier economic picture, in many places in the US, 
· the last three months have been the worst of all time in terms of foreclosures. 
· Truth is, while we might not be amongst the worst hit in the US, around us… right now… 
· are families about to loose their homes… and, of course, most of those homes involve little children. 

Right now, one in 10 people seeking help or relief from homeless shelters are doing it because they have recently gone through a foreclosure. 
· Not the way it's supposed to be. God will stir up something in our hearts.
· For too long the church has defined sanctified discontent as their frustration over all the sin that's going on out there rather than all the suffering out there. 

Truth is, if I get more riled up about the sin around me than I do the sin inside me, then I already know I'm on a wrong track. 
· The first ripples in a life are always ripples of repentance… because Jesus didn’t die just for the sins out there… but for the sins in here. 
· It starts with this unease over the sheer absence of shalom... in my own heart… as well as the world around me.

That leads to another mark of a ripple maker... a sense of active dependence where we're dependent on God… but not in a passive way… not independent of God. 
· In John 15, we read this.  And, once more, see if you can spot the inaccuracy in this Bible text. These are the words of Jesus. 
· Jesus says, "I am the vine. You are the branches. If you remain in Me and I in you, you will bear much fruit. Apart from Me you can still do quite a lot because of your natural intelligence and good intentions.”
· Did you pick up on what actually didn't belong there? Jesus actually said, "Apart from Me you can do nothing." Nothing!

You know, there are dozens of passages about the coming of shalom... the way things are supposed to be in the Old Testament. 
· They all share one feature. When describing the coming of Shalom, no prophet ever says, "Wouldn't it be wonderful if..." 
· No prophet ever says, "Maybe someday..." No prophet ever says, "Might be... Could be... What if...
· The formula is very consistent with the prophets. "And in that day..." "And it will come to pass..." Shalom is coming. 
· The kingdom is coming because God will have it so. Shalom is not a human project. 

By the way, when it gets turned into a human project... when it's just kind of a good work fest... 
· human beings trying to force their idea of utopia on a community... it pretty much always ends up in disaster…
· Another social experiment gone bad.  But… Shalom is God's project… and, because of that, it always begins in prayer. 
· "Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be Your name, Your kingdom come, Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven." 

In my body... in my family... in this church... on the streets of this town... on our playgrounds... in office cubicles... 
· On streets where little children are running around... In houses that are falling down…
· In Haiti where untold numbers of people now live without a roof over their heads. 
· Your kingdom come, Lord… Your will be done with those people on earth as it is in heaven.

That's shalom, and it will come one day because it's God's project. It's not yours or mine.
· So, we ask God to use us as He moves history closer toward His dream of shalom.
· In all that we hope to do as a church, we can’t ever forget that it isn’t our project… but His. 
· That we’re not inviting God to empower and bless what we’re hoping to do… 
· but rather, we’re responding to His invitation to join with Him in what He is already doing around us. 

It’s His project… and, therefore, ripple makers don’t get overwhelmed by the size of the problem and decide to give up…
· giving into discouragement because of the scale of the problem. 
· It's simply not an option because it is not our project. We're not the ones who will make it happen. 
· We pray, "Make up there come down here. Your kingdom come; Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven. 
· “God, use me! Use us… let us be a part of this dream of Yours as we live in active dependence of Your Spirit in our lives.” 

The last mark of a Ripple-Maker that I’d like to talk about this morning is inconvenient servanthood. 
· In Matthew 20:26, Jesus tells us that “Whoever wants to become great among you...”
· And, keep in mind that it's a good thing to want to accomplish great, impactful things in your life... it's a good thing to dream... 
· But what Jesus says here is that “Whoever wants to become great among you… must be a servant.”
· And then He says, in verses 27-28, that “Whoever wants to be first must be slave of all just as the Son of Man did not come to be served but to serve, and to give His life as a ransom for many.” 

In Isaiah 52:7, in speaking about the coming of shalom, the prophet writes, "How beautiful on the mountain are the feet of those who bring good news.”
· In the ancient world, feet were not considered the most beautiful part of a person. 
· No surprise, right?! I mean… a lot of people simply didn’t own shoes or sandals… but even if they did, a short walk on those dusty roads would leave their feet completely filthy.
· That's why washing feet was such a humble task. And yet, even the feet of the one who brings good news of shalom are beautiful. 
· So… how beautiful are your feet? 

A man named Shane Claiborne spent some time working with Mother Teresa in Calcutta. 
· Whenever they went to church, he found that it was customary for everyone to take off their shoes. 
· Well, he noticed, one time, how deformed Mother Teresa's feet were. 
· They looked so bad that, at first, he actually thought she might have had leprosy. He didn't dare to ask. 

Then one day while talking to one of the other sisters, the subject came up. The sister asked Shane, "Have you noticed Mother Teresa's feet?" 
· She went on to explain how they get donations of shoes in Calcutta only once in a while…
· How there were rarely enough for each person to get a decent pair. 
· When the shipments came in, Mother Teresa would sort through all of the shoes. 
· She would look for the worst pair, and she would claim them for herself. 

Mother Teresa never wanted anybody to own a pair of shoes that were in worse shape than her own.
· Truth is… we don't live in a world that appeals to that part of the human heart. 
· You know, as followers of Jesus, we talk about being the Body of Christ… how we’re the hands and the feet of Jesus.
· But we can’t forget how, for the sake of the world around us… how His hands and feet were scared…
· How His side was pierced by a sword… how His heart was broken for all of us and all those around us. 

Though He was rich, Paul wrote, yet He became poor for my sake... for my sake. He gave His life. He died on a cross so I could live. 
· "Now," He says, "you go. You be My witnesses. You be My ambassadors. You care. Let your heart be broken. Let your feet be beautiful."
· Go and make ripples in the world around you. Don’t spend your life dipping one toe in the pool at a time… just jump in and stir the waters of Morris Plains and beyond.
· Live in all the rich blessing that I have for you… but remember to go and “be a blessing” to the world around you…
· Be part of what I’m doing to bring life and peace to the people you pass by each and every day. 

Let's pray: Now Heavenly Father in this moment in this silence, we just allow Your Spirit to speak to us with open hands and open hearts. We often distract ourselves with other realities, God, but we remember right now the brokenness, the hunger, the suffering all around us in this sad world. We remember every aching life is one that is completely loved by You… that throughout this week, there isn’t a single person we’ll meet or pass by for whom you didn’t die for there on the Cross of Calvary.

You have blessed us, God. Though, we live in a part of the world that just tells us to keep trying to get more and more blessing and to hold on to those blessings for our own benefit. God, forgive us and help us to die to small and petty dreams and offer our little lives into Your dream for the world around  us.

Would You speak right now, God, to every heart? However it is You want to call people into a life of being a blessing for Your world, would You call us right now. We say “yes” to You. We as a church, God, say “yes” to You whatever the cost, whatever the price because of what Jesus did for us. We lay our lives before You, our possessions, our time, our gifts. We can do nothing else in the presence of the crucified One. We pray in His name, Amen.
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