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The Father’s Embrace
March 6th, 2005

(This message is just a personal reflection of what God has been putting on my heart. It has not been prepared as a formal message.)
I was overwhelmed while in California this week… spending hours each day with an incredible group of people… all completely broken… so many of whom have suffered so much… from sexual abuse and abandonment, to addiction.

· What made them so exceptional to me, however, was that in their pain, they were running to God.  Time after time I watched them pour out their hearts, releasing so much pain... and completely overwhelmed by the Father’s love.

· It was so evident in that room… that there was no place God would rather be than right there… no heroes… no one history is likely to remember…
· But sons and daughters who found their way-- after a very long and difficult journey—back into the Father’s embrace.
I left last Saturday morning very tired… and, to be honest… somewhat numb.  I’ve been traveling too much… but that wasn’t it.  It’s been a hard year, and I’m not sure I really understood the impact it had on me.
· A year ago this time, there were about 40-50% more people in this church.  You know… nothing happened… just the usual transience that can characterize our area… but it hurt to see so many people I cared for leave.
· I’ve shared with you my “issue” with food. What I’ve realized is how I’ve used food to anaesthetize… to numb the hurt.

· So, feeling tired… and numb… Bill and I walked into a Vineyard in Laguna Niguel last Sunday morning… and in the very moment the worship started, Jesus wrapped his arms around me.

· He could see right through me… and so, in that weird place I was in… He completely ambushed me with His love.  Suddenly I was in a different place… a place where my heart could release the hurt… and I cried and cried.

While I’ve never doubted, not once, that this is what I want to be doing… I have doubted whether I could do it.

· He showed me that I wasn’t doubting myself… I was doubting Him.  I confessed my sins to Him.
· While I didn’t doubt His forgiveness… I asked Him for a sign of it. Suddenly, an image came to my mind--- an image of me walking in the desert.  I saw a man… I knew it was Jesus.  I ran toward Him so fast that I never bothered to slow down… I plowed into Him… and we fell to the ground laughing.
· It was my homecoming.  Not the image of a war hero returning home… just me… having experienced again the freedom of being known by God and others in my weakness and humanity.
By the way, if you’re a little uncomfortable with me, as the pastor, sharing my “issues”, know that you’ll need to get over it.  Paul calls us to “boast in our weaknesses.”

· Too often we posture ourselves trying to “advertise” an image we want to convey… an image of strength, intellect, maturity, having everything together.

· I think of an actor with a chest full of props… but here we can close the trunk… and be real.  Our goal here is to know Him more… to be authentic disciples of Jesus.  And no matter where you are at… this always starts by being real.

We were all created to live in that moment… to live in the intimate embrace of God whose arms are at the same time like both cashmere and steel.

· We read in Genesis how fearfully and wonderfully made we are.  We were placed into a Garden in perfect relationship not only to Him but to one another.

· No insecurities, no loneliness, no abandonment, no fears, no shame, no pain… Just an incurable desire to know God and be known by Him as we lived intimately day in and day out in His presence.

· Then, one day, much like every other day, God showed up to be with them… but they weren’t there.  Pursuing them, God cries out, “Adam… Eve… where are you?”

· In a moment, everything that was so perfect about the world God created for us was gone… in a moment the joy of being known turned into fear as Adam replied to God, “I heard you in the garden and I was afraid b/c I was naked, so I hid.” (Gn. 3:10).
· So you see the birth of our hiddeness and fear. 
You can see how humanity’s sin, our sin, gave birth to separation in all of our relationships… separation from God, from one another, and even from our own selves and we blame others and hide.

· Then, afraid of being rejected by God and one another… shame and guilt appears as Adam blames Eve for his sin.

· He blames the woman he had, up until then, lived in perfect relationship to.  Desperate to escape the sudden flood of foreign emotions… feelings of guilt, and remorse, he wounds his wife, treating her with contempt.

· In their rationalizing and hiding, humanity becomes riddled in shame.  
· Shame is the discovery of self, which in our brokenness, demands to be covered.  Shame always calls for secrecy and darkness.

· In our own shame we separate from ourselves in order to survive b/c the true, wounded self left there in the Garden is seen as unlovely and unacceptable.
As the crown-jewel of His creation, created in His image, that deepest place in all of us, created to find life and contentment only in Him, lies unfulfilled and desperate.

· In their shame, they hid behind some trees… and they made for themselves a week and feeble covering of fig leaves as an attempt to cover their physical and emotional shame.

· But God continues to pursue them.  In His unwavering and stubborn love, He calls them out from their hiding and, in His mercy, fashions for them a real covering of animal skin.

· God invites us out from behind all those things which we hide behind… to be known and loved… even in our weaknesses, our fears, and our brokenness.

· God has invited us… but way beyond invitation… Hebrews describe it as God’s unchanging purpose through history… to call us out of hiding… to embrace Him in our weaknesses.  
· We don’t have to hide in shame… our friends, our families, our neighbors… God is calling them out of their hiding to embrace Him.

If we can’t be known and loved in our weaknesses, with all of our issues, stemming from all those things that we have done and all those things done to us… they where can we go?

· We all know the answer to that b/c we’ve gone down those roads looking for relational/emotional connectedness somewhere else…

· Looking to others to meet those needs that only God can.  Yes, we were created for community… God looked at Adam in his sinless state… and saw need in him for another.  

· Except now… our need for one another is driven by selfishness.  Now we want to use others in our unconscious attempt to fill that void within… sexually, through co-dependent relationships, however… in order to fill that God-shaped void that only God can fill.
· The very definition of an emotionally dependent relationship is when the ongoing presence and nurturing of another is seen as that which can finally, once and for all, fill our longings and emptiness. But they can’t.  

I spent some time with an older woman who believed lesbian relationships would fill that need.  Wounded by men, she saw the more accessible connectedness with other women hoping that could fill the need we all have.
· She’s not alone.  In the last eight years, lesbian relationships have increased 14x in America… 

· And yet, if that’s not been an issue you’ve struggled with, understand that all of our brokenness as human beings is rooted in the same place… 
· All of us hoping, consciously or unconsciously… to find that one thing that can fill the emptiness… that God-shaped void within.

So much of the church has tried to hold homosexuals to account… to hold their sin in front of them while ignoring their own sin within.

· We saw this on a political level when Bill Clinton’s sexual brokenness was put on display by republican pundits who found it easy to ignore their own sin.  Newt Gingrich was in an affair and left his wife, Bill Bennett had gambled away 8 million in Las Vegas, Rush Limbaugh struggled with drug addiction, Bill O’Reilly allegedly was involved in an inappropriate relationship with an intern… the list goes on.
· If you’ve held homosexuality out as the unpardonable sin… sorry… but we’re all in this together.

We ask gay men and women to die to their homosexuality… but are we willing to die to our sins.  We are all of the same pool of humanity… sharing the same desperate longing the find what only God can bring.  

· If I am to ask gay men and women to die to their homosexuality… it will not be before I ask you and myself to die to our own sins.

· I have said that we will be a church that welcomes anyone searching for God… that we will be a church where people can come and be welcomed as much in the beginning of their journey as the end… 
· with my prayer being that we can all find our freedom as we expose our true selves before a true God… and as we lay our lives at the foot of the Cross… becoming more authentic disciples of Jesus.

· Anything less is to accept a life of trying to draw water from dry wells… leaving increasingly thirsty at each effort.

You hear this… and yet, late at night or when no one is home, you find your way to a porn site.  You think I’m speaking only to men?  The latest statistics indicate that 75% of homes in America with a computer have one person addicted to porn—many are women.
· What you once could only do by crossing secretly to the other side of the tracks can now be done in your living room.

· And each time… serving only as a placebo… leaving the wells deeper and dryer than ever before
· All these things… from unhealthy relationships, pornography, illicit sexuality, drugs and alcohol, false religions… whatever… are all just symptoms of an unfulfilled, longing heart… always looking for nurture, connection, and love.
MTV’s Real World.  These kids wanting so much to appear mature and intelligent… are just desperate souls.  Kids… you’ve seen Real World… Do you see how the illusion of fun and freedom is serving only to cover their desperate hearts?  

· Through weekly same sex and heterosexual encounters… do you see how their longing only depends while their souls are ravaged with each passing affair?

· But no matter how we try and fill that God-shaped void… no matter how we try and numb the pain we’ve caused ourselves or that has inflicted so horribly on so many…

· No matter how we try to care for the horrific wounds of abandonment and sexual & physical & emotional abuse… there is only One Magnificent enough to fill that God-imprint left empty at the Fall.

What everyone discovered whom I was with this week was that Jesus is that Wellspring of Life… that Jesus is the One who runs to you as the father ran to the Prodigal Son.
· The Father’s Arms… His embrace… is that one place you can always go to pour out your heart without measure…

· That place where you can be known in your weakness… and be embraced and welcomed.

· Because of His holiness, purity, and righteousness, He had to do what He did at the Garden… BUT in His perfect Mercy, love, and grace, He spent the rest of human history working to bring each “issues-clad” one of us back in…

· Back into His embrace… the place into which He bids us come… All you who are thirsty, Come.

Who was Jesus inviting to come?  The saints.  Look at our Jesus’ life.  He would hang out with anyone… sinners, malicious tax collectors… anyone… except the proud… except those who choose not only to stay hidden but who create a fake religious front… throwing paint on moldy walls… where eventually, the mold will show again.

· But, as we bring our sin and brokenness into the light of the Cross… as you begin to come out from behind those defense mechanisms which we try to numb our pain and hurt… you will find your Father running towards you so fast that He barrels into you.
· Folks… the Samaritan woman had every reason to believe that God would not want anything to do with her.  But, instead, she was met with God’s love and mercy.

· Some of you—though you’ve donned the props of having it all together… need to be met in your brokenness by God’s love and mercy.

Maybe some of you doubt you “issue” is even important to God.  It is.  And more that that… you are… You are worth every effort.  He loves you… Jesus endured the Cross to restore you back to the intimate of the Garden…

· Some of you trust God’s love and mercy… but you are afraid to “come out of the closet” with your past… what you’ve done, what’s been done to you, the empty wells… 
· Just know that our ability to be free hinges on our being known in our weaknesses.

Pascal once said that “There is a hunger in every man’s soul that longs to be filled.” Jesus said that there is a place where you will never thirst again.

· Name the substitute… pornography, empty religion, emotionally dependent relationships, any kind of sexually illicit behavior… name it… and KNOW that they will leave you hungry again.

· No matter how much you engage… no matter how much you engage, no matter how many sexual partners you have, no matter how many websites you visit, no matter how much food you consume… no matter how perfect it seems, you WILL find yourself drinking from dry cisterns.

Jesus is the Living Water… He was born into this world… He paid the ultimate sacrifice at Calvary… to rescue and restore…

· To restore our relationship with God… to restore our relationships with one another… to restore the relationship with ourselves.

· He is the well of life that won’t run dry.

· Lean Payne said that the “fallen self can not find itself.”  We discover who we were created to be in His presence… as we let Him define us.

· You call yourself broken… you may define yourself by what you struggle with or what you are addicted to or by what level of success you have or haven’t achieved.

· But God calls you SON… He calls you DAUGHTER.  “I have loved you,” He said in Jeremiah, “with an everlasting love.”

· He is the One we can run to… He longs for us to experience the joy and love and freedom of our Homecoming.

· Don’t walk… RUT to Jesus.

