To Know and Be Known

Today we are continuing our conversation about Christian community, and I want to ask a question: What is the greatest barrier to Christian community? Those are all good answers but I think it is something just a little deeper. There is a place where you know someone else so well that you can share most things with each other and know that you are going to be able to handle it. We are going to experiment with getting to know each other today.
· Stand up if you can, get in groups of 5 or 6. No one should be left out. If you cannot stand stay in your seat and if a couple of others would join those who are sitting down. 

· Tell your name, where you grew up, and your hobby.

· What do you think Jesus means when he says: “Today salvation has come to this house, because he too is a son of Abraham.” 

I think Jesus is talking here about a person who has come to understand that he belongs. That is the joy that drives his response to Jesus. He did not learn that he just belongs in a peripheral sort of way but he came to understand that even when God knew who he was God still loved him and included him in the community of Grace.

In the gospel of John Jesus describes for us how we are to be together in community. He prays for his church that we might be one just as he and God are one. Last week we talked about the community of the Holy Trinity and we said that God rightly understood is community. We do not serve a lone ranger God. God exists eternally in community and created us in his image that we might share the kind of fellowship on earth that the Godhead shares for all time. 


The Jesus tells us that there is one great reason that we need to seek this unity that God shares. In John 17:20,21, and 23 Jesus refers three times to people who are outside the community of faith. In verse 20 he says, “My prayer is not for them (his followers) alone. I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you.” So Jesus indicates that the reason for them to seek this unity was not so much because of what they can gain by it, though they will gain much, but because of the witness that it will be to those who are seeking. We hear this same phrasing in verse 21 and 23 also. “May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me.” “May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.” 

Jesus is calling us to unity for our own sake. We were created in God’s image and so we were created for community. We are created to know and to be known. But he is also aware that community is one of the things that attracts people to a relationship with him. Authentic community is proof that Jesus is the son of God and that God loves his people. Community is a great commission idea. Community is a tangible sign of God’s love in the world. 


The question is how do we find community today? Julie Gorman, a Fuller Seminary Professor writes this: “True community is more than being together. A person does not develop trust in others simply by being in a group where members study together, pray together, and share a common group leader. Trust involves relatedness. To relate, one must know, and to know one must work at being open to trust.” We distrust because we have learned over time that the average person is just not that trustworthy. But as we live in Christian Community we are being called to trustworthyness. 


Here are some of the ways that we can work to build trust in the community of faith. 1) Listening is imperitive. James 1:19, “let everyone be quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger;” I love the way it reads in the The Message, “Lead with your ears, follow up with your tongue, and let anger straggle along in the rear. God’s righteousness doesn’t grow from human anger. So throw all spoiled virtue and cancerous evil in the garbage. In simple humility, let our gardener, God, landscape you with the Word, making a salvation-garden of your life.”

Deep down we all want people to know who we are – to care about our story, our pain, our dreams. Yet most of us would rather talk about ourselves than try hard to know others. While I was in highschool one of my grandmothers came to live with us. My grandmother was relationally challenged. She was lonely and wanted people to be with her but at the same time she could not stop talking about herself long enough to allow others to tell their story. She would start off talking about her health and about her opinions on everything under the sun, and then go on to how badly most people treat her and on and on. She was not a person who garnered a lot of trust. She never listened. I don’t think she could bear to stop long enough to understand that it was not all about her. Life involves other people. True community begins with listening. Dale Carnegie has said, “You can make more friends in two months by becoming interested in other people than you can in two years by trying to get other people interested in you.” 

The second step to building a trusting relationship is appropriate self-disclosure. Now you are probably asking yourself, what the heck does that mean?  I think this is what Peter is getting at in 1 Peter 1:22, “Now that you have purified your souls by your obedience to the truth so that you have genuine mutual love, love one another deeply from the heart.” It means sharing what is really in your heart rather than talking and acting like you think everyone expects you to act. It means being willing to share your story, as you truly understand it. It means that you work hard to allow people to see into your very soul, to understand your heart. To do this we have to set aside casual camaraderie, and disposable relationships in favor of deep lasting connections.


Now, these are dangerous and difficult waters. Appropriate self-disclosure does not mean that at the first meeting you spend an hour and a half pouring out your life story in all of it’s sordid detail. That is a community killer. But it’s like getting into a cold pool. The only way to get through the cold is that, over time; we wade deeper and deeper into the water. You take off the sunglasses and allow those you have trusted to see beyond the surface to who you really are.


To reach this level of intimacy means placing some safeguards and then taking some chances. The safe-guards are things like, in every group the first rule is that anything that is said the group stays in the group. If someone talks about himself or herself you don’t share that with anyone outside the group at all, period. That is the safe-guard. After that people have to be willing to risk. 


The third help on the way to trust is to relentlessly refuse to fix the other person and offer unwanted advice. Instead, seek to ask questions that will lead them to understanding more about themselves and about God. I am particularly bad at this one. I have a tendency to want to fix things and people. So when someone tells me of their problem I can be incredibly full of advice. What I know is that if I ever share struggles with others all I am really wanting to know is that I have been heard. When someone tries to offer me advice, even those whose intentions are above reproach, I cringe inside. That isn’t what I wanted. I simply wanted to be heard. On the other hand when someone asks questions about my situation and listens to the answers, it is just a huge relief. Those are the people we ultimately feel safe with because we know that they do not have an agenda for us, they just love us. A young boy was sent to the corner store by his mother to buy a loaf of bread. He was gone much longer than it should have taken him. When he finally returned, his mother asked, “Where have you been? I’ve been worried sick about you.” “Well,” he answered, “there was a little boy with a broken bike who was crying. So I stopped to help him.” “I didn’t know you knew anything about fixing bikes,” his mother said. “I don’t,” he replied. “I just stayed there and cried with him.” 

Paul tells us in Collassians 3:13, “Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you.”  


As we look to build trust in our small groups, as we seek to know and be known we must practice listening, appropriate self-disclosure, avoid fixing each other, and experiment with unconditional love. 
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