#10 FLOW: Real Life Stories
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The Ragman 
FLOW Overview
PICTURE OF WATERFALLS 2
Today is the last in this series we’ve called FLOW.  How do I live my real life in the Flow of God’s real Holy Spirit, such that God really IS the power for my life, grace really does keep showing up, wave after wave for grace, 

PICTURE OF SURFER 1

in spite of my mess ups, and how do I take off the RAGS that quench the flow of the Holy Spirit and instead clothe myself in the Presence of God, being transformed by Jesus. 

PICTURE OF WATERFALL HEART 

We’ve focused on a word picture Jesus gave us … streams of living water … to understand this FLOW.  Jesus said in John 7:38 NIV
38Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, streams of living water will flow from within him.” 
God’s Plan to Keep Us in His Flow
Turn with me to John 15. I encourage you to bring your Bible with you each week or pick one up at the welcome center if you need one. Next Sunday Reggie McNeal will be with us. Reggie is leading a seminar this Friday and Saturday up in Denver to equip us to better reach our community, God’s world.  We’ve got 35 people just from SCC going.  He’ll be with us next Sunday.  You don’t want to miss next Sunday. 

In two weeks, I’ll begin a new series called “Taking it to the Streets” teaching you how a follower of Jesus “thinks.”  It all about your worldview.  

This morning I want to give you another word picture Jesus used. The idea is the same, but the picture this time is of a grape vine with many branches. We are the branches and staying attached to the Vine is how we live this life.  Listen.  Jesus talks about having
1. A Relationship with Him that’s Intimate
John 15:1-8 The Message READ SLOWLY
1“I am the Real Vine and my Father is the Farmer. 2He cuts off every branch of me that doesn’t bear grapes. And every branch that is grape-bearing he prunes back so it will bear even more. 3You are already pruned back by the message I have spoken.
4“Live in me. Make your home in me just as I do in you. In the same way that a branch can’t bear grapes by itself but only by being joined to the vine, you can’t bear fruit unless you are joined with me.
5“I am the Vine, you are the branches. When you’re joined with me and I with you, the relation intimate and organic, the harvest is sure to be abundant. Separated, you can’t produce a thing. 6Anyone who separates from me is deadwood, gathered up and thrown on the bonfire. 7But if you make yourselves at home with me and my words are at home in you, you can be sure that whatever you ask will be listened to and acted upon. 8This is how my Father shows who he is—when you produce grapes, when you mature as my disciples.
Jesus says “separated from the vine, a branch can’t produce a thing.”  You’re out of the flow of the Holy Spirit or put positively Jesus says, When you’re joined with me and I with you, the relation intimate and organic, the harvest is sure to be abundant.

Intimate and organic.  The word “organic” means there is a live giving connection.  My children are organically connected to me.  Humanly speaking, Linda and I gave them life, when we gave birth.  Organically connected to Jesus means He gives you life. You get it through another word picture … being “born again,” born into an life giving connection to God, through Jesus.    


Intimate and organic.  The word “intimate” means you know very well and respond to Him.  Question? I’m not being snotty and I’m definitely not trying to send you on a guilt trip, but … have you read the story of Jesus in Matthew, Mark, Luke and John?  Take the guess work out of this. We KNOW what Jesus said.  It’s right here.  The simple, best way to KNOW Jesus intimately, is to read His life story, read His words, His teaching, how he said we should live with this idea: I want to learn to live like Him.  Read the gospels … and pray, asking God to do in your life the same things God did in Jesus life.  Intimate and organic. 

Jesus also said 4“Live in me. Make your home in me just as I do in you.
A person who lives IN Jesus and has Jesus living IN them, is always a real person with a real life.  Get rid of the idea that life in the FLOW is somehow problem free.  The problems of Jesus followers are real, but the grace and power of God are awesome.  

I’ve asked Jeanne Taskarud to share her story with us. Join me in welcoming Jeanne.

GRACE RIVER STORY: Jeanne Taskarud – Bring your rag … Anxiety
When I moved to Colorado Springs 9 years ago at the age of 21, I was very happy and excited for my future.  My relationship with the Lord seemed solid.  College had been a great time for me, and I had been actively involved in 2 different campus ministries.  I had known God my whole life and having attended a Christian school for elementary, junior high and high school, I thought I knew a lot about the Bible—everything seemed clear.  I would not have predicted that the next 8 or 9 years, practically my entire 20’s, would be a time of such personal struggle and turmoil with my faith.

Shortly after I moved here, I developed anxiety.  I’m not sure where it came from.  I feared for my safety, I worried about my health and my future, but mostly I had an overwhelming and terrifying fear of death. My father had died from cancer when I was in High School, but I thought I had gotten through that okay. Heaven brought me no comfort; it scared me just as badly.  The sense of dread I felt is difficult to describe.  It haunted me every night.  I pleaded with God to take my fear away, to give me His peace.  He was silent.  I didn’t understand.  I was confused.  Did God abandon me?  I began to doubt everything, even my salvation.  Christians aren’t supposed to fear death and heaven, at least not to that extent, right?  I stopped praying.  I stopped believing in the power of prayer. 

I stopped trusting God, but maybe I never trusted him.

Then I became angry and cynical towards other Christians.  I had some bad experiences where certain Christians had rejected me, judged me, betrayed my trust.  I saw arrogance when I thought I would see humility.  I saw coldness when I thought I would see compassion and grace.  I could have remembered all the Christians who loved me and truly lived what they believed, but I didn’t.  My resentment continued to build.  Then I beat myself up inside telling myself I had no right to feel that way.  Some people are hurt in this life so much worse than I had been.  My hurt consisted of a bunch of little things that built up over time.  I thought I was strong enough to not let it get to me, but it got to me.  The truth is I hurt myself more than those people hurt me initially by allowing the bitterness to grow.  So I withdrew and I closed up.  I stopped sharing with people, stopped trusting them; I assumed the worst instead of the best.  It wasn’t like me. I always saw the good in everyone.  I hated feeling as I did.  I appeared normal.  I still had fun. I had people I could do things with (bike, hike, ski) but not ones whom I could confide in.  I had gotten married during this time.  I don’t think my husband knew for a long time how much I was hurting.  Thankfully I had my mom.  She kept me going because she was the one person I felt safe to share my inner struggles.

I wondered if I would ever again feel God’s presence in my life.  I wondered if I would ever experience the joy and peace that comes from being with God.

This is where I was at when my husband and I came to visit SCC 4 years ago.  I wanted to give up on church, but I think deep down I was longing to find Christian fellowship again and find answers.  I knew we would have children soon, and I didn’t want to be the bitter mom that stayed at home on Sunday mornings.

I honestly did feel a sense of hope when I walked through the doors that Sunday.  Maybe it was just that people were nice or maybe it was because God hadn’t left me and brought me to this place for a reason.  I didn’t know it, but that day, my first Sunday at SCC, would mark the beginning of my slow crawl back to my faith.  God would use the people in this church to restore my trust and belief in Christian community and through this church, he would lead me to some answers to my many questions about my anxiety and my faith.

At SCC, I found compassion and grace.  I did not find judgment or agendas.  I found friends- my small group – which happened to form within just a couple of weeks of my coming here.  The folks in my small group were the ones that helped me to trust again, to open up and share- although it didn’t happen

overnight- it took me a while- but it happened.  As they encouraged me and loved me, my resentment and anger started to melt, and I began to work on changing my thought patterns so that I would not end up there again.  I started to pray, a little, and I knew that God was doing something good in my life, but I still struggled with anxiety; my faith was still so weak.  I still longed to feel his presence and experience His peace.  

About 8 months ago, my anxiety hit hard and lasted for 6 months.  My fears were intense and hard to handle.  But this time, I had friends whom I felt safe to share it with- the women in my small group.  At the same time I noticed in the church bulletin that a mid-week Bible study was starting.  The title was “Walking My Faith Learned in the Dark” by J. Rothchild.   I felt in the dark, so I signed up.

The author of the study is a woman who went blind as a teenager and learned to trust God in the dark, literally.  She compares it to trusting God when we walk in the dark spiritually, when everything cannot be seen or clearly understood- and she spoke of treasures waiting for those who reach out to Jesus in the dark.  The statements she made about fear and faith and the scriptures she used in the first 2 chapters of her book spoke so strongly to me, as if they were written for me.  It opened my eyes for the first time concerning my own struggle with fear and faith.  I finally found some answers.  

If God had taken my fears away instantly when I cried out in panic to him 9 years ago, I never would have spent any time in the dark (spiritually) alone and afraid.  And being in the dark for those years was probably the only way for me to learn to truly trust God, which I am just starting to do right now.  I felt so abandoned by God, but in reality, I gave up on God way too soon, way too easily.  I didn’t really give him a chance.  I didn’t wait on Him.  I stopped praying, and I let fear dominate my faith so that of course my faith crumbled.

And being in the dark for those years and feeling separated from God, feeling like he was gone, I can tell you that today, I thirst for His presence. I am desperate for it and I will treasure it like never before.

My anxiety will probably not go away and it’s very hard, but it will require me to be in absolute dependence on God to help me through it, and I suppose that’s a good place to be. I find the events of the last few months interesting as I was handling a tough time of anxiety- I found encouragement from friends, I came upon a Bible Study that helped me find some answers, our church began the Flow series which addressed many of the issues I was battling, and then pastor Steve asks me to share my story- which is a hard thing for me to do- but in the process of doing it, I’ve learned even more.  Perhaps God does pursue us, and after a time of waiting- when we are ready to really listen- God answers us in a way that leaves no question that He is indeed at work.

Song: Let it Flow
Lisa Kuyper
Thank you, both Jeanne & Lisa.  I remind you that Lisa told her story back on March 19 and you can read or listen to it on our website.  Back to John 15:11 and …
2. A Relationship that’s Practices Obedience
John 15:9-14 The Message  
11“I’ve told you these things for a purpose: that my joy might be your joy, and your joy wholly mature. 12This is my command: Love one another the way I loved you. 13This is the very best way to love. Put your life on the line for your friends. 14You are my friends when you do the things I command you. 
Verse 12 gives us one of Jesus most well known commands, “Love one another.”  Raise your hand if you think that’s something we all ought to do.  
Verse 14, part of the exact same thought, says, 14You are my friends when you do the things I command you.  Command?  Rules?  That’s not a popular idea, especially in America where we love individual freedom and question authority.  Jesus’ commands include Love your enemies.  Growl!  But think with me, my independent, authority questioning friends.  When my teenage son is driving to Denver and I command him to fill up his car with gas BEFORE leaving Colorado Springs, am I being a dictator or a loving father?  
When my High School daughter goes on a date with a new guy and I remind her that if he gets sexually aggressive she should say, NO, am I being a legalistic prude or am I loving my daughter with my command? 

Jesus words bring life. The organic connection comes to those who KNOW what Jesus said and in intimacy with Him ask for His Spirit’s power to DO what HE said.  Jesus asks, “Why do you call me Lord, and not DO what I say?”  

Listen carefully: 10If you keep my commands, you’ll remain intimately at home in my love. That’s what I’ve done—kept my Father’s commands and made myself at home in his love.  Are you following Jesus so you can live like He lived, God’s Spirit giving you the power to live?  Or is it still all self effort? Or are you just playing Christian, more pretending than reality?  Or are you so tired of failure that you’re ready to quit?  
The earlier verses said, 7But if you make yourselves at home with me and my words are at home in you, you can be sure that whatever you ask will be listened to and acted upon.  Doing Jesus words isn’t about being superficial and fake like someone who does it but doesn’t really mean it.  When Jesus words are “at home in you” the Doing flows from inside us.  You will be amazed at how God works in the life of someone whose getting God’s word deep inside their “house” or their “belly” or their inner self. 

Keith Bain’s story is about a man who this past year has discovered how full of Life Jesus’ words really are. Welcome Keith Bain …
GRACE RIVER STORY: Keith Bain – Bring your Rag … Greed
John 15:15. 

3. A Relationship that’s Fruitful & Full of Life

John 15:15-17 The Message

15I’m no longer calling you servants because servants don’t understand what their master is thinking and planning. No, I’ve named you friends because I’ve let you in on everything I’ve heard from the Father.
16“You didn’t choose me, remember; I chose you, and put you in the world to bear fruit, fruit that won’t spoil. As fruit bearers, whatever you ask the Father in relation to me, he gives you. 17“But remember the root command: Love one another.

I am a friend of God. Say that with me.  I am a friend of God’s.  When you’re living in the flow with your best Friend, you bear fruit, it gets results, it works!!  God communicates to us.  He tells me to love you.  I decide I really want to do that, on good days and on not so good days.  On bad days I know I need God’s Spirit, flowing inside me to make it.  So I ask for God’s help and He gives it.  He helps me fight the battle with fear, like Jeanne said. He helps me overcome my self, like Keith is experiencing. He helps me SEE what DOING love means, even if it’s outside my comfort zone.  God communicates to His friends, letting us know what He would do if He were in our situation.  

Jason Smits, come share your experience with Friend Jesus. 

GRACE RIVER STORY: Jason Smits - Bring your Rag … Fear

I want to thank J.D. Farmer for introducing The Ragman to us today.  Walter Wangerin wrote The Ragman close to the beginning of when I began to follow Jesus and I need you to know that the closing line is MINE. [Take off SRB’s dirty shirt, take it to the cross.]  
Then I took off all my clothes in that place, and I said to him with dear yearning in my voice: "Dress me." He dressed me. My Lord, he put new rags on me, and I am a wonder beside him. The Ragman, the Ragman, the Christ!

– SRB bring dirty shirt to the cross
Read this out loud, together with me:

John 7:38 NIV
Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, 
streams of living water will flow from within him.” 

Do you believe it?
Pray
Song: Lifesong
Going Deeper:

As the FLOW series comes to a conclusion discuss the following:

1. What does it mean to live in the FLOW of God’s Holy Spirit?  How do you think you’re doing?

2. What tends to be your pattern for “gap management” or maybe we should call it mismanagement.  

A.. I work harder. B. I fake it or pretend things are better than they are.  C. I rededicate my life over and over.  D. I keep switching churches.  E. I give up.  

3. What does it mean to “set your mind on the Spirit?”  Romans 8: 1-11  What does it mean that my mind is the primary place I meet the Holy Spirit?

4. Which of the RAGS (resentment, Anxiety, Greed-misplaced desires, superiority) do I wrestle with?  Are there other “issues” that quench the flow of the Spirit in my life?

5. What is my experience of God sending another wave of grace, and another wave of grace?  Another way we say this at SCC is what is my experience of standing in Grace River? 

6. Take some time to develop a plan to keep living in the FLOW of God’s Holy Spirit.

A. What will I do to set my mind on the spirit, regularly?

B. What spiritual disciplines will I practice to “interrupt” the normal self and open myself to the Holy Spirit?

C. Who will hold me lovingly accountable? My family, spouse, small group, friends … who?

D. If God has been whispering (or maybe louder!) something to me in recent days, I intend to respond to Him by …..

7. Practice Embarrassingly Honest Prayer Together
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