To Celebrate and Be Celebrated

One of the most important lessons about Christian community I learned at Church camp. I was in about the 5th grade and I was at camp Twinlow when I first learned about something called warm fuzzys and cold pricklies. As a fifth grader I thought this whole discussion was stupid, but I was there for a week and so you kind of have to go along with the program, so I learned about warm fuzzys and cold pricklies. Warm fuzzys were the things that you said to another person to build them up. They were nice things, compliments, and affirmations about the good things they have done, sharing what you liked about them. Cold pricklies were the not so nice things that we said about other people; Calling them names, not allowing them to play with the group, not inviting them to sit with you at the dinning table. 

Warm Fuzzys were good and cold pricklies were bad and the idea was that for the whole week of camp we were supposed to avoid cold pricklies and attempt to lavish warm fuzzys all over one another. It didn’t work all that well. We were in the fifth grade and at least in the boys cabin we sat around trying to think of new ways to insult one another that would start out sounding like a warm fuzzy but by the time you got to the punch line it was obviously a cold prickly. By the end of the week we were actually quite good at it. 

I have come to think that most people actually are pretty good at giving cold pricklies, myself included. We see so much of it in the movies, and on television. With reality T.V. these days we have made a game out of ridiculing and tearing other people apart. That is really what is behind shows like survivor. The players are there to psych each other out and they use all kinds of cold pricklies to beat the other person down so that they come out on top. I listen to a lot of sports talk radio and I think we have raised critique and ridicule to an art form in our country, forgetting that there are human beings associated with the names. It becomes so easy to criticize people we don’t know that some of what we are learning flows out onto people we are really communicating with. 

There is a little book called “The All Better Book” in which elementary school children try to solve some of the world’s biggest problems: what to do about the ozone layer, and how to help people stop smoking. Here’s the toughest”

“With Billions of people in the world, someone should be able to figure out a system where no one is lonely. What do you suggest?” 

 People should find lonely people and ask their name and address. Then ask people who aren’t lonely their name and address. When you have an even amount of each, assign lonely and not-lonely people together in the newspaper. Kalani, age 8
Make food that talks to you when you eat. For instance, it would say, “How are you doing?” and “What happened to you today?”  Max age 9.

We could get people a pet or a husband or a wife and take them places. Matt age 8.

Sing a song, Stomp your feet. Read a book. (Sometimes I think no one loves me so I do one of these.) Brian, age 8.
What a tragedy! But there are many people in our world who some times are left with the impression that nobody loves them. They have no affirmation in life and life is hanging by a thread.

Jesus was a person who knew how to reach out to people who were struggling with life. Jesus approached them with the idea that what they are now is a symptom of their relationship with God. They are not sure that God, or anyone else for that matter, loves them so there is no point in trying to do or be anything different. But Jesus moves in to assure them that God does love them. Jesus moves in close, he touches those who are untouchable, he talks to those who are outcast, he cares for those who have never been cared for. Jesus demonstrates that in Christian community people need to be affirmed, they need to celebrate and be celebrated. 

In his book The Youth Builder, Jim Burns talks about the importance of building up young people with affirmation and trust. What he says about criticism applies to all people of any age: “For every critical comment we receive, it takes nine affirming comments to even out the negative effect in our life. Most people receive more critical comments a day than encouraging ones. You can have a very positive, life transforming effect when you develop a ministry of affirmation.”

That’s what it means to be in Christian Community. It means developing a ministry of affirmation. In Mark Chapter 5 we hear a story of Jesus healing the man of Gerasene who possessed by a demon. Often when we look at this story we focus mainly on the demons and casting them out. But let’s take a look at this from a different angle. What affirmations did Jesus bring to this man that aided in casting out his demons? 

First of all it says that the man lived in the tombs, he was isolated, alone and lonely. No doubt he was alone because of the way he was acting but that didn’t deter Jesus. Jesus’ first affirmation to this man was to stay, to not run away. In doing so he said you are a valued child of God. 

It says in the scripture that “no one could bind this man anymore not even with a chain. He had often been chained hand and foot, but he tore the chains apart and broke the irons on his feet. No one was strong enough to subdue him.” Just consider what this says about this man relationally. It says, first of all, that many people had worked hard to restrain him and subdue him and at least on occasion they had been successful enough that they got chains on him. They likely came at him with a mob. They most likely tried to beat him into submission. Remember they don’t have tranquilizer darts to shoot at him and subdue him without harm. Somehow they go him into the chains, and he would be so violent that he would break them, obviously causing himself great harm. 

Jesus stood there with him unphased ready to talk, willing to listen to what was going on with this man. He cared about the man enough to look beyond the outward appearance to what might be going on inside of him. He recognizes that these demons that have control of the man have separated him from God and that is the reason for this way of acting. Jesus’ affirmation along with casting out the demon, returned this man to his right mind. 

Our scripture lesson today is a reminder that in Christian community we are responsible for the affirmation of our fellow travelers. 1 Peter 3:8-9, “Finally, all of you, have unity of spirit, sympathy, love for one another, a tender heart, and a humble mind. Do not repay evil for evil or abuse for abuse; but, on the contrary, repay with a blessing. It is for this that you were called—that you might inherit a blessing.” When we talk about small groups we are talking about a group of people who are seeking to live Biblical Christianity with each other and in the world. It is imperative that we take the time within our groups (in our church) to affirm each other, to bless one another rather than tear one another up. 

There are hundreds of ways to do this! In the small group you may make a real effort to celebrate each person’s birthday in a way that will really honor that person. You might decide that on Valentine’s Day you would select a name out of a hat and write that person a note sharing what you like about them. After Easter you might divide into groups of three and tell each person in the group why they are worthy to have Jesus die on the cross for them. At each meeting you might ask one person to share some in depth information on how God has blessed them in life and then Celebrate that joy with them in a way that makes them feel heard and cared for. 

Or you might try something like this. Can I have one brave volunteer who would like to receive a fabulous gift this morning? I would like us as a group to shout out all the things that are great about __________. Thank you for sharing. Will those of you who are able please come and lay your hands on ____________ while we pray for him/her.

Do not underestimate the power of affirmation to change another person’s life. 

Dale Galloway (former pastor of New Hope Community Church in Portland) tells the story of a young boy named Teddy Stollard . He was not the kind of Kid who got invited to parties. He slouched in his chair and looked bored most of the time; he only spoke when called upon, and then only in monosyllables. He never dressed right; he had smelly clothes; he was a rather unattractive boy.

Whenever his teacher would mark Teddy’s papers, she got a certain perverse pleasure out of marking all the wrong answers. She would put the “F” on the top with just a little flair. She might have known better because his history was on record:

First grade: Teddy is a good boy and shows promise, but has a poor home situation.

Second grade: Teddy is quiet and withdrawn. His mother is terminally ill. 

Third grade: Teddy is falling behind. His mother died this year, his father is uninvolved.

Fourth grade: Teddy is hopelessly backward. His father has moved away; Teddy is living with an aunt. He is deeply troubled.

Christmas came, and all the children brought presents to school. They were carefully wrapped, except for Teddy’s, which was packaged in brown paper and held together with tape and marked, “For Miss Thompson. From Teddy.”

The Teacher would open the gifts one by one for the class to admire. When she opened Teddy’s, it was a rhinestone bracelet with most of the stones missing, and a bottle of perfume that was mostly gone. The other children started to laugh, but Miss Thompson caught herself. Snapping on the bracelet, she said, “Isn’t this lovely, class? And doesn’t the perfume smell good?” 

At the end of class, Teddy approached her shyly. “I’m glad you liked my gifts, Miss Thompson,” He whispered. “All day long you smelled like my mother. And her bracelet looked nice on you, too?” 

After he left Miss Thompson put her head down on her desk and cried. She asked God to forgive her. She prayed that God would help her to see what he sees when she looks at a motherless boy.

When the children came back to school the next day, Miss Thompson was a new teacher. She tutored the children who needed extra help, Teddy most of all. By the end of the year he had caught up with most of his classmates and was ahead of some. After that, she didn’t hear from him for quite a while. Then one day she received a note:

Dear miss Thompson, I wanted you to be the first to know I am graduating from high school, and I am second in my class.,





Love, Teddy Stollard

Four years later came another note:

Dear miss Thompson, I wanted you to be the first to know I am graduating first in my class. The University has not been easy, but I liked it.





Love, Teddy Stollard

Four years later another note:

Dear miss Thompson, I wanted you to be the first to know that as of today I am Theodore J. Stollard, M.D. How about that? I want you to come sit where my mother would have sat, because you’re the nearest thing to family that I’ve had. 





Love, Teddy Stollard

To celebrate and be celebrated is a big part of being in Christian Community. Because this is what Jesus did with his life!  Think of all the people in scripture that were backward or misfits in some way until they came into contact with Jesus: Zacchaeus, the woman at the well, lepers, prostitutes, the Gerasene demoniac, and many others. What he demonstrates to us is that God has made us for community, for relationship and we cannot live without each other. 

God has also created us for joy and not for sorrow, and he has placed in the hands of mere mortals the power to add value to each other or not, the power to build each other up or tear each other down. So let’s value what God values, let’s specialize in affirmations, rather than the cold criticism that our culture teaches us. But let’s not forget the other pieces of the Christian community puzzle, To grow in Christ, to know and be known, to love and be loved, to serve and be served, to admonish and be admonished. We want to build communities that have balance. That God’s kingdom may come in our small groups, in our church, and in our community. “Finally, all of you, have unity of spirit, sympathy, love for one another, a tender heart, and a humble mind. Do not repay evil for evil or abuse for abuse; but, on the contrary, repay with a blessing. It is for this that you were called  In Jesus’ Name.
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