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Life Behind the Mask

January 11, 2009

Earlier in the week I was thinking about the first time I ever stepped into a church service… at least the first church besides the Armenian Orthodox church I went to when I was a little kid.

· I walked into that place… and as wonderful as all those people were, I have to admit that I felt as though I stepped into another world where every looked a little like the singers on the Lawrence Welk show. 

· People just seemed to be a little too perfect… they dressed a little too perfect and, truth is, they acted a little too perfect... 

· At least for me, who showed up in blue jeans… in an old Honda that released huge clouds of smoke that seemed to get all of their attention.

In fact, they even seemed to speak in their own perfect dialect… I mean, I knew it was English… but the kind of English that left me wondering what in the world they were saying.

· It reminded me of the movie, The Stepford Wives where all the women dressed and functioned without a flaw… programmed to give off the perfect impression.

· But the problem with this, at least when it comes to the church, is that whenever the church has chosen live life behind the mask, the only people who believe those aren’t fake glasses and noses are those who are wearing them.

· In other words, the world isn’t buying what has traditionally been the church’s preoccupation with their own “image management.”

I’m sure all of us, at one time or another, have walked through a store’s clearance section and seen that the sign informing you that you shouldn’t even think about returning this stuff.

· And why?  Because it is being sold, “as is”. In other words… what you’re looking at is not normal… but “slightly irregular”!

· Somewhere in that pair of jeans or that leather jacket, there is an “issue”… a flaw.

· A stain that won’t come out, a zipper that won’t zip, a button that won’t butt.  Bottom line… these items are not normal!

Now… maybe you’ve tried to ask the sales clerk where the problem is… but they’ll never tell you.  

· Oh… they know where the problem is… but they wont tell you!

· “Just buy it… and eventually, you’ll find out what it is… and when you do… don’t come whining and sniveling back to us… 

· Because there are No returns, No refunds, No exchanges, and No store credits.”

· If you want that item… you just have to be ready to accept it “as is”. 

Perhaps you’ve already realized this… but when you’re dealing with human beings, you can pretend to be walking through Saks 5th Ave looking at Couture dresses and Coach bags… 

· But the truth is, your right in the middle of the clearance isle at Kmart, with big red signs on the racks saying “Sold As Is!” 

· You can come into relationships with those around you with higher expectations… as though you’re walking through Saks…

· I mean, you can look around the item a bit and pretend there’s nothing wrong… that there really are no irregularities… but eventually, you’ll find it… that pull, that tear; that run, that missing button…

Think for minute about the person you know best in your life… and tell me that there isn’t a little “as is” tag somewhere on them… tell me that they are not at least “slightly irregular!”

· Truth is, if you’re looking for perfection… you’ve walked down the wrong isle!

· VIDEO: In the movie, As Good as it Gets, As much as Jack Nicholson’s character likes the character played by Helen Hunt, his “stuff” just keeps getting in the way. 

· On one hand, he’s completely generous to her and her sick son… and yet, his germophobic, agoraphobic, obsessive-compulsive, and terminally offensive personality, strangely enough, keeps getting in the way…

· Though eventually, she realizes that she really is beginning to like him back. Check out this clip from the movie… 

Realizing that she’s actually starting to like him, she cries out to her mother, “I just want a normal boyfriend!”  

· “Oh,” her mother responds… “Everyone wants one of those… There’s no such thing, dear.”
· Truth is, whenever we enter relationships with the illusion that people are normal, we tend superimpose our expectation on them of who they should be.  

· And, when they fall short, we get hurt… and blame them because we don’t want to recognize that we are all “slightly irregular.”

And then, to whatever degree, consciously or unconsciously, we put up walls… maybe not towering fortresses… 

· But enough of a defense that keeps us from building deeper relationships… from being more transparent and vulnerable and real. 

· So, what’s the answer?  Well… it’s pretty simple, I guess. If we’re going to become that authentic community that we always talk about… 

· If we are going to really be that place where people really can come “just as they are”, without any masks…

· If we really want to begin to enter into what the Bible calls “authentic community”… 

· Then we need to begin with that simple truth that we all come with an “as-is” tag attached.

John Ortberg, whose book “Everybody’s Normal Till You Get to Know Them” very much shaped what I’m sharing this morning, talks about being in a check-out line and seeing a headline of a magazine cover entitled, “Totally normal women who stalk their ex-boyfriends!”  

· Guys… can we really afford to ignore those “as-is” tags any more? 

· I mean, if we can find a way to call a bunch of ex-girlfriend stalkers normal… 

· Than what does someone have to do to be considered, at the very least, “slightly irregular”? 

· So, let me ask you… can you think of a person in your life right now whom you need to begin accepting “as-is?” Whom you need to stop trying to control or change?

Now I realize that for some people, understanding and accepting this isn’t the hard part.  For some, it is the realization that they themselves are in the “as-is” department. 

· Truth is, a lot of us like to think of ourselves as Versace when, in reality, we’re part of the LL Cool J collection at Sears.

· Throughout history, humans have resisted owning up to that little tag.  We try to separate the world into normal, healthy people (like us) and “irregular,” difficult people (like… most everyone else).

· But, at least as far as the Bible is concerned… none of us are “normal.” 

In fact, in Isaiah 53:6, we’re told that “all of us like sheep have gone astray.” In Romans 3:23, we read that “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”
· And yet, you go into a beautiful church and all you see are these pious paintings and stained glass windows of men and women… 

· and you wonder, “how ‘come they had it so together?”  Why don’t they have that “as-is” tag like mine?

· All I can say is that if you a finding those words leaving your lips, then its time to reread the bible!  Let me summarize this a bit for you…

Cain is jealous of Abel and kills him.  Not long after, Lamech introduces polygamy into the world.  Noah, the most righteous man in his generation gets knock-down drunk and curses his own grandson.

· Lot, when his home is surrounded by residents of Sodom who want to violate his visitors, offers instead that they can have sex with his daughters… 

· Who, later on, get him drunk and get impregnated by him… and Lot was the most righteous man in Sodom!

· Abraham has sex with his wife’s servant while playing favorites b/t his sons Jacob and Esau, which leads to their estrangement.  

· He lies multiple times about who his wife Sarah is… even telling one king that she is his sister!

Jacob’s firstborn son, Reuben, sleeps with his father’s concubine… another son, Judah, sleeps with his daughter-in-law when she disguises herself as a prostitute.

· That would all be pretty bad, except that Jacob is married to two sisters, each of whom offers their servants to him as concubines, which, strangely enough, he accepts.

· For those of you reading through the Bible in a year, you know that what I’ve just described happened in just the first week of readings!

· These people are beyond “as-is”… they are on the clearance rack marked down from $75 to a nickel. 

· I mean, these aren’t the Waltons… they need Dr. Phil, Dr. Laura, Dr. Ruth, Dr. Spock, Dr. Seuss… they need somebody!  (Are you starting to feel better about that “as-is” tag?)

Now tell me… why would the writer of Genesis include all of that horrendous stuff?  Obviously he wasn’t trying to impress anyone.  

· Beyond just wanting to tell the truth, I believe the author is trying to get this simple point across… that all of us as human beings are desperately flawed… and if that bothers you… then you’ve joined the wrong species.

· Every one of us… all we like sheep… have habits we can’t control… past deeds we can’t seem to undo, flaws we can’t correct.  

Just like glass is predisposed to shatter and nitroglycerin is predisposed to explode… we are predisposed to do wrong when the conditions are right…  

· We are predisposed to acting and responding in life out of our past wounds and brokenness.

· It’s what the Bible calls depravity.  As humans, we sacrifice integrity & lie for the sake of a few dollars… 

· We gossip for the sake of a few moments’ feeling of superiority.  

· We try to create false impressions of productivity at work to advance more rapidly… We intimidate others to gain control… 

And all the while, we’re trying to hide our own “as-is” price tag… pretending  to have it more together than those we’re dealing with.  

· You see, to some degree or another, we’re all spin doctors who seek to manage our sin so that others don’t see the truth… 

· We all engage in what might be called “depravity management.”
· And yet, every now and then, someone’s “as-is” nametag is suddenly exposed…
· When you see that “perfect mom” living across the street blow up at her kids for the first time… When that “perfect couple” at work walks into church clearly having just had a blowout argument.

· When that person you always thought was a tower of spiritual strength seems discouraged in their faith and distant from God.

But, you see, what’s surprising is not that those things happen… but how surprised we are when they do!  “Can you believe it… they seemed so normal, so together!”
· And yet, from the time of Adam and Eve, sin and hiding have been as inevitable as death and taxes.  

· Truth is, some people are better at hiding than others… and yet even if it takes longer to discover someone’s “issue”… don’t worry… it is there!

So, let me ask you… in what part of your life do you find it difficult to acknowledge your own "as-is" tag? 

· You might say, “Well, I’m definitely not one to hide behind a mask.”  

· And yet, while people may be transparent in one area of their lives, there may be another area where they really work the whole “imagine management” think.

· So, while you might be a fairly transparent person… are there certain areas that you try to portray yourself as something your not?

Prior to the fall, when Adam and Eve walked this earth, their deepest longing was to know and be known… there was no hiddenness… no shame… 

· Just two hearts that longed for communion with one another and God… to know and be known.

· But after the fall… after that “slightly irregular” tag first got attached to our lives, 

· Our deepest longing to know and be known still remained in us… though it suddenly became our deepest fear…

· To know the truth about someone or to have our flaws/issues exposed.

But if its true that we all come with those “as-is” tags… and if its true that we not only need community but were literally “made for it…” 

· Then how do pursue this “dream” of community with real live, as-is people without getting hurt?

· Is it even possible to have community with weird, no-so-normal, as-is, dysfunctional people?  

· That is… your friends, your colleagues, your spouse, your children, your parents, your small group, your church…?  If so… then how?
· Let me draw from an illustration I used a few years ago when speaking about community.

The North American Porcupine is a member of the rodent family that has around 30,000 quills attached to their bodies.  

· Needless to say, though a very cute from afar, the porcupine isn’t noted to be the kind of animal you’d want to snuggle up with.  

· As a general rule, porcupines have two methods for handling relationships… withdraw… and attack.  

· They either respond to another animal and run like the dickens… or they stand their quills up and attack.  

In other words… they don’t have too many friends.  Wolves run in packs, sheep huddle in flocks… 

· there are herds of elephants, gaggles of geese, murders of cows.  But there is no special name for porcupines… they choose to go it alone.

· That is, until late autumn… when a young porcupine’s thoughts turn to love!  But love is a rather risky business when you’re a porcupine.

· So, here’s the porcupine’s dilemma… how do you get close without getting hurt?  

Truth is, this is our dilemma as well.  But, instead of barbs and quills, we tend to hurt and get hurt because of rejection, insecurity, resentment, and envy.  

· It’s pretty hard to ignore it… as we choose to live in community with one another, once in a while, we’re going to get a taste of those barbs…

· And it’ll hurt! There are time when we’ll find ourselves hurting and being hurt by those we long to be closest to.

· Yet we want to be close… we want connectedness… deep down we need community… to meet neighbors, join churches, form friendships…

But especially if you’ve had one of those barbs buried inside… or been so rejected after hurting someone else with one of yours… we can start to withdraw… to give up on community.

· But you know… the fact that there are lots of porcupines in North America does sort prove one fact… 

· That they’ve found a way around their little problem.  And if they can… we can too.

· So, let me ask you this… how do you tend to respond when you feel someone has hurt you? 

· Of the two forms of defense - attack & withdrawal - which do you tend to use most often when you find yourself getting hurt?

Ultimately, though I am not the Dr. Phil of porcupines… nor am I a porcupine expert (as much as I may seem to be!), truth is that porcupines simply learn that they… and their fellow barbed-wired friends all come “as-is”.
· You see, guys… this isn’t a sermon about how “normal” people can get along with imperfect people.  This isn’t for normal people at all!  There is no such thing!

· This is a sermon about how imperfect people, like you and me, can pursue community with other imperfect people.

Look at Adam before the Fall… before Eve was even created.  God looked at him and said, “It isn’t good that man should be alone.”  
· Again, that wasn’t an afterthought.  He knew that in creating them in His image… He was creating humanity with a longing/need for community.

· God didn’t create human beings because He was lonely or bored.  

· God created human beings because He was so in love with community that He wanted a world full of people to share it with.

We have for so long identified our faith as being this very “personal” thing between ourselves and God.  

· But our life and our faith is also so much about living in fellowship with one another... Living in loving, forgiving, relationship with one another.

· In fact, authentic community is the place where God meets us. Jesus says, "Where two or three are gathered together in my name, there I will be present in the midst of them." 

Think of Jesus’ question to His disciples… “Which is the greatest commandment?” 
· "Love God with all your heart and soul and mind and strength (totally) and love your neighbor as your self…"  

· Loving and being loved…  knowing and being known. That is the "heart" of human life.  It is what is so sorely lacking from people’s lives today… 

· It is one of the most profound things we, as the church, can offer the world… community…

· Not the kind of community tainted by image management… but real people living real lives in front of each other.

As I said, so many people “out there” have become experts in “depravity management”… hiding their fears, insecurity… and loneliness.  

· The sad thing is that those people who claim they have no need for community might just be the loneliest people among us.

· And be rest assured… there is no pain like the pain of loneliness.  

Author Lee Strobel writes about a former colleague of his at the Chicago Tribune named Marla Paul.  

· A few years ago she confessed in print that she was lonely.  “This loneliness saddens me,” she wrote.  “How did it happen I could be forty-two years old and not have real friends? It seemed as though every woman’s friendship-quota had been filled and they’re no longer accepting applicants.”

· She then concluded her article with these words, “I recently read my daughter Han Christian Anderson’s The Ugly Duckling.  I felt an immediate kinship with this bird who flies from place to place looking for creatures with whom he belongs.  He eventually finds them.  I hope I do too.”
What’s most powerful about this story is the reaction she received.  Suddenly people were stopping her at work… while shopping, at her daughter’s school… “You too?  I thought I was the only one.”  

· Letters came in to her from everywhere… from CEOs to homemakers… all acknowledging loneliness… the absence of real connectedness with other in their lives.

· Keep in mind that if loneliness is common for women… it is epidemic for men.  

· One survey indicated that 90% of the male population in America lack a true friend.  But few men will admit their struggle with loneliness.

· Albert Schweitzer said, “We are all so much together… but we are all dying of loneliness.”
Edward Hallowell writes that for most people, the two most powerful experiences in life are achieving and connecting.  

· Most of what grabs our attention and commands our energy falls under these two categories.

· Connecting has to do with our relational world… things like falling in love, forming great friendships, being cared for when we are sick, receiving words of affection and life from family and friends…

· Achieving has to do with our accomplishments… winning contests, pursuing career success, or reaching a level of success you’ve always dreamed about.

And yet, our society has increasingly devoted itself… and, in fact, has obsessed itself, in the area of achieving…

· And has become increasingly bankrupt and impoverished when it comes to connecting.

· Achieving is not a bad thing… when it’s done in the right way for the right reasons.  But it is no substitute for connecting.

Folks… I have never known anyone who was isolated, lonely, unconnected, had no deep friendships… who also had a joy-filled life.   

· We can all walk through the pages of 20th Century history and find every kind of man and woman who achieved it “all”… but never connected... who came to the end of their lives empty and alone.  

· And yet, is it possible that there are some… if not countless many… who succeeded at relationships… who cultivated great relationships… made time for relationships… who were devoted to their family, who mastered the art of giving and receiving love… and yet had a bad life?

Guys… we’ll never mark ourselves as that “safe-haven”… we will never live magnificent lives as individuals and as a church… unless we discover our need for community…

· And that needs to begin with the simple reality that we all bear that “as-is” tag…

· That we all need to more fully step out from behind that mask and risk exposing our issues and “irregularities.”

· I promise that you will never regret having devoted more of your time to building relationships… to building authentic community.

Yes… there will be times when someone hurts you… or when you hurt someone. We just need to accept that.

· But just remember, the mark of community - true biblical community - is not the absence of conflict & difficulties but the presence of a reconciling spirit. 
· CS Lewis wrote, "Christ works on us in all sorts of ways… But above all He works on us through each other.”
I’ve got to tell you… we’re pretty far from being the “Stepford Church!”  There is so much diversity of personality here… I love that.   

· I’ve never had a vision for conformity… but unity in the Spirit… the kind of unity that happens when we, as God’s children, are “real” with Him and one another….

· To live as “as-is” people even when it seems easier to pretend that we’re something more than we are.

· To live as people free to love and be loved… to know and be known…
· To climb out from behind the mask and live in rich, authentic community.
God’s aim in human history is the creation of an inclusive community of loving persons, with himself included as its primary sustainer and most glorious inhabitant.   Dallas Willard

