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SUBURBAN LEGENDS

My Life Should Be Easier Than This!!!

John 9:13

Good Morning Again! Are you ready for some picnic? We have a nice picnic and it is to be a nice day, just perfect. I brought my horseshoes. It is the only time I pitch, though; I’m not very good anymore. 
The last couple of weeks we have been looking at life in the kingdom of the suburbs. We have been looking at some of the illusionary beliefs that underpin the suburban culture, beliefs which set us up for defeat or for a more difficult life. We have sought to look at life as God created it, to live life as God designed it. When we do that, things go better. God really wants our lives to work. 
John 10:10 says that Jesus came “that we may have life and have it to the full.” He really wants our life to work, but there are times when, by our own human thinking, we follow beliefs that are just out of whack with how God designed life to be. 
The first myth we looked at was if we are going to succeed in life we need to do more in less time, and we looked at a better way, a healthier way, a way that is actually more successful; and that is spending more time on fewer things, setting priorities in our lives, concentrating on the things that matter so we live a significant life.
Last week we looked at the myth that in order to be good we have to try harder; and the reality is, you can’t do it on you own. You need a new heart and that is what God gives you as you put your faith in him. He gives you a new heart, a new spirit, a new power; and out of that flows a better person, out of that flows character. All you have to do is feed your spirit, water the roots of your soul, and God will bring the character - that is the work of God. 
Today we are going to look at one of the unwritten expectations of the ’burbs. When people look at us they say to themselves, “These people have it all together.” We, at times, walk around our homes and realize just how blessed we are and think in our heads that we have our lives together; things are great and we planned it to be that way. We worked hard to get to where we are. We are people in upward mobility; we are people whose life graph is going up and to the right. We have planned our lives to run smoothly. We have gone to the right schools; chosen a good profession, one that pays. We did that intentionally. We did well in school or did it to the best of our abilities. We purchased the right amount of life insurance. We have the right amount of health insurance, the right auto insurance; some of us even own AFLAC (you can hear the duck quacking right now) to insure, if there is a bump in our health, the bills will get paid. 
We have buffered our lives. We have created safety nets to insulate ourselves from life’s uncertainties. We’ve saved; we’ve invested wisely; we’ve put security systems in our homes; and to protect the investments that we have made, we take care of our vehicles, we follow the maintenance schedule, change the oil at the right time. We eat right. Well we don’t diet and exercise very well, but we try, at least we try to eat healthy. We try to live right so that things go smoothly and our life graph continues to go up and to the right. 
But you and I both know that life doesn’t always cooperate with our best laid plans. Does it? Our life graph can plummet very quickly. Some of you spent your entire lives saving for the golden years and half of the team didn’t make it, and the golden years don’t seem so golden. Sometimes some people have come home and have had their wife communicate to them that it’s just not working any more, and they’ve been asked to move out. Our life graph can change suddenly with a call from the doctor’s office explaining they found a mass in our X-ray and confirmed that it is cancer. Things were going well at the workplace and suddenly the workplace was bought out, and that job that used to be so secure isn’t so secure anymore. Some have spent  four years in college. They graduated. They got a job in the career they chose. They dreamed about this day! They get to the workplace and discover the workplace is cutthroat. They don’t like the place anymore, and things aren’t going so well, and they got laid off because they are not a team player. They have had a lot of interviews and nothing seems to be working out and the bills are starting to mount.
 Life, as we crafted it, as we planned it, can suddenly take a dive. It can suddenly be in jeopardy. And you feel like “Wait! God, what are you doing? I have done everything right. I’ve had my bases covered. This isn’t fair! My life should be easier than this!”

Have you ever experienced that in your life? Sometimes it happens suddenly and sometimes it happens gradually - just the daily grind wears you out. Life becomes so mundane, so predictable. Do you know what the problem with life is? It is just so daily. It is just so daily, and the monotony and the grind can wear you out. 
I am going to stop preaching sermons about having bad days because every time I write a sermon I end up experiencing the same things. Never write a sermon about a bad day because then God is going to test you to see if you can live by what you say. Last week we talked about how all of us sometimes can wear a mask, and we settle for the persona of public civility. I can wear a mask sometimes. 
It was last week. It started on Friday. We have been working to get our current home ready for sale so we can move into the home we are building. If you have ever experienced that you know that you see every flaw in your house and you try to fix it and get it ready. We had landscapers come out and fix the drainage problems so the next owner wouldn’t have to deal with it, and things looked as though they were all coming together - my life was easier. 

And then the landscapers cut the cable. I had to call Comcast to come out and fix the cable because the television is out now and that would be a tragedy in my children’s life. Our phone is based on the internet, so we have no phone, and we really need the internet because it is Renee’s last days of school (and teachers know how important the internet is in doing their grades and stuff). She can’t do her grades and can’t use the phone. In about two hours they came out and fixed it. I was in the middle of a project at the time. They had to have the paper signed and I said I couldn’t do it because I was fixing a fence and it wasn’t going well. Then all of a sudden the whole side of the fence collapsed and I had to rebuild the whole stinking thing. I told them to just put it on the table, just have my wife sign it, or just sketch my name on it, he signed it and put it on the table. 

We go inside afterwards, turn the TV on and nothing is working. Now it is at the end of the day. So I called them back and they can’t come out until Monday. So we’ve got no TV and no cable and no internet and no phone at all. I need my telephone. I need it for people to call me. We go to do some dishes and the high-end dishwasher we bought brakes. (The one before broke it was a low-end and I said I am not going to make that mistake again). It brakes, dishwasher isn’t working. So while I am trying to get our house together now we have to do all the dishes by hand.
I sit down to rest for the evening and my wife informs me my daughter’s bed fell apart. Somehow new furniture today is held by staples. I didn’t know that so I had to rebuild the frame of the thing and put real screws in so it can hold some actual weight. It rains that night and the drainage they put in didn’t work, so I am running outside to put the pump back where we had it. It is just pouring rain. I am totally drenched. I am covered with mud. I had to stay up till three in the morning to make sure the pump keeps kicking on and no water comes into the house, and fortunately it didn’t. 
Then Monday comes and I say “You know it can’t get any worse than that!” Now I can’t see well anymore. I can’t see the people I am trying to talk to. I decided to go and get my glasses fixed since I sat on them a while ago and they busted. I go to BJ’s and they say all we have to do is take the lens out and put them in a new frame.  They couldn’t read the thing that says what the frames are but said “That is okay. We will look up online here and see what it was.” Well they are not connected to each other. I discovered I got my prescription in the New Castle BJ’s. But the New Castle BJ’s is closed because of toxic fumes and it isn’t opening very soon. So I figured I could  call my eye doctor and they could look up the prescription there. I call my eye doctor. She retired and in the transition with the new person the files were deleted. So I’ve got to get a new eye prescription. The new doctor is $179.00 and this new health care coverage I got from the General Assembly only covers 15%. So I really had a bad day. 
What do you do when the problems of life mount up? How do you deal with them? One way we deal with them, and it is not wrong, is through this mask of public civility. We manage a smile. We know it can’t last forever and just make the best of it. Some of us run into the arms of Ben and Jerry’s, and that is helpful too sometimes. How many of you are a Ben and Jerry’s fan? Say Amen! When I am stressed Ben and Jerry’s looks pretty good. Sometimes, typically guys, in dealing with stress, stay at work for a lot of hours. They maximize their hours because at work, well they know how to do their job. Things are going well and they are the man. People look up to them at the workplace; their life graph goes up and to the right. But at home they just do not know how to please an unhappy wife, and they don’t know how to deal with teenage children who they thought were coming up roses and now seem to be weeds all of a sudden. And they don’t know if it is ever going to turn around. They know how to deal at the workplace, but they don’t know how to deal at home. At home the life graph is plummeting; their shares are devalued. 
Some people use pornography because pornography feeds the fantasy that “I am wanted.” Sometimes it is the only place men feel wanted, desired, good looking again. It happens more to middle-aged men whose marriages are a little bit dull, whose spouse just doesn’t notice them, it is just routine and they don’t feel wanted. 
How do you cope with life when your life graph spirals downward, when you are having a bad day? These things, except for the last one, are okay for a while. They help you cope for a little while, but they become a problem when they become a lifestyle. Imagine what would happen to you if Ben and Jerry’s became a lifestyle. Ultimately the buzz wears off and the pain is still there- you still feel like you are dying inside. 
With a church this size I know there are a lot of you who wear these masks, who come every Sunday and you are smiling, but you have a story to tell. You have experienced a time when life isn’t fair. Maybe you are experiencing it right now. The good life of the suburbs is an illusion. Behind every suburban door there are stories of tragedy and suffering and pain and times when life was not easy. What do you do when life crumbles? 
Jesus deals with this in John 9:1-3. Let me read that to you. 
“As he went along he saw a blind man from birth. His disciples asked him, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind? 
“Neither this man nor his parents sinned,” said Jesus, “But this happened so that the works of God might be displayed in his life.” This happened so that the works of God might be displayed in his life.
 Let’s pray.

 Heavenly Father, teach us now how to deal with life when it’s a bad day, when a bad day has turned into a bad week and a bad week turned into a bad month and a bad month gets turned into a bad year. For some people it has just been a bad life. What do we do? How do we deal with this intellectually, mentally, emotionally? Teach us, we pray. In Christ’s name. Amen.  
When your life crumbles there are two ways of looking at it; two logics, two approaches, and two vantage points. The first one I think is captured in what the disciples think. How did the disciples see the problem? The man has been born blind. They look at the situation and they said and they think, “Who sinned? Why did this happen? What was the cause?” They lived in a cause-and-effect world. They lived in a world where the belief was the law of retribution: Bad things happen to you if you do bad things; good things happen to you when you do good things. “So, Jesus what string of events lead to this man becoming blind?” Their thinking was past and causal. Hard thinking. When we are experiencing difficult times in our lives our thinking can become very past and very causal. 
When you are going through a bad time don’t you begin to think about all the other bad things that happened in your life? As you begin to think of all those bad things in your life you start getting overwhelmed. You start getting irritated, start getting ticked off; and it feels as though everything’s been coming apart. Nothing has been right. It’s all been bad. “Why isn’t my life easier than this, God? God, what are you doing? Where are you? I don’t deserve it.”  When we are going through tough times, all that past stuff comes flooding back into our head, and we also start thinking, “What did I do? What did I do to deserve this?” We try to find a cause, a mistake or a decision that was made, or some sin in my life that has caused these things, caused my life graph to plummet. Jesus’ thinking is very different though. They see cause and effect. They see all these things that have gone wrong in the past and they are asking why. Jesus sees an opportunity. Jesus does not deal with why or the cause of the man’s blindness. 
Now some people will look at the passage and say the reason the guy was blind was to bring glory to God, as though bringing glory to God is the cause of the man’s blindness, and that is not the connection at all. That is not the point Jesus was trying to make. In fact Jesus answers a very different question, a bigger question. Jesus does not deal with the why, the reason. The man was not born blind in order to set Jesus up so he would look good. God could have done it at any time. God could have healed the man before Jesus arrived on the scene. He wasn’t using the man as an object lesson. No, Jesus looked at a different question. He saw the man’s illness. He didn’t even ask what the cause was. There are too many variables. How would you know? I am sure there are a lot of things that went into the mix to cause the blindness. Who knows and how could you determine it? There are just too many variables; you never know. Jesus didn’t call a study group together to look at the problem and say, “Why did this happen to this man?” Instead he just passes the why question to this question, which is the real question we need to ask when we are going through tough times, and that is, “What’s next?”

The disciples thought past and causal. Jesus is thinking future and is results oriented. Are you going through a tough time right now? Or have you gone through a series of events and your complaint is “Why?” Are you wondering, “God, what did I ever do to deserve this? My life should be easier than this”? I think Jesus offers us a better way, a different approach. Instead of asking why, and the problem with the why question again is if you actually answer the question, and I am not sure you can actually pinpoint an exact cause, it leaves you with the problem still intact. If you dwell on the why long enough you discover you will become bitter and angry. All that other stuff comes piling on to the point that you feel as though nothing has ever been right in your life, and you also wind up cutting yourself off from the very source of the answer. I think Jesus challenges us when we are going through those difficult periods in our life. Rather than asking “Why?,” he challenges us to choose to ask the question, “What’s next?” 
I like how Eugene Peterson translates this passage; I think he gets it right. Let me read this same passage in The Message. Here is how he translates it:

“Walking down the street Jesus saw a man born blind from birth. His disciples asked, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents causing him to be blind?” Jesus said, “You are asking the wrong question. You are looking for someone to blame. There is no such cause and effect here. Look instead for what God can do.”
It doesn’t mean we ignore the why question. However the problem with the why question is it is a dead-end. It’s an endless loop and at the end you are back to where you began. You are still faced with the problem/pain.

If you haven’t heard anything else hear this next phrase. There is no stop sign erected on the foothill of your suffering. There is no barricade that will stop you at the point where evil has left its wreckage in your life. It is vital for our survival. It is vital for us to move on. Suffering, disappointment, misfortune is not the final word. The issue is not over in your life yet. The day has not ended. The painful assault you have experienced is not finished. 
I think of the series we did on Israel and how every time they went through a bad time they remembered all the other bad times and it just piled on in their thinking, to the point they would say to God, “It would have been better that we had died in Egypt!” Now is that a truthful statement? No, but that is how they felt. And did God bring them out to the desert to die? No! Would they die in the desert? No! What he did is he brought them out into the desert to make them free and to help them to live and to find out what life is all about. 
I love the passage that David writes in Psalm 13. It is real. I like the Bible because it is real. It is written for real people by real people. He says this in Psalm 13: “How long O Lord? Will you forget me forever? How long will you hide your face from me? How long must I wrestle with my thoughts and every day have sorrow in my heart? How long will my enemy triumph over me? Look on me and answer. [Wow, tell God to answer you]. Look on me and answer, O Lord my God. Give light to my eyes or I will sleep in death. My enemy will say, ‘I have overcome him,’ and my foes will rejoice when I fall.” 
Have you ever felt that way? It’s okay. It’s okay to feel that way. It is important. How about the story of Naomi in the book of Ruth? Naomi is in a foreign country and during her stay she experienced a series of unfortunate events. Her husband dies. Her sons die and she is left homeless. She comes back to Israel empty-handed. When her friends see her they say, “There is Naomi.”  And she said, “Don’t call me Naomi; call me Mara.”  Mara means bitter. Don’t call me Naomi, call me Mrs. Bitter. I am a bitter woman. 
People, be careful of the choices that you make because your choices will define you ultimately. Your choices don’t come and go, they become part of you. You can, when you go through difficult times, you can choose to be called bitter - I am Mara. Or you can take on other labels. You can become angry, the angry person, or the depressed person, or the pessimistic person, or the gloomy person, or the apathetic person who says “I don’t care anymore. Whatever.”

There is no stop sign at the foothill of your suffering. There is no barricade that will stop you in the place where evil has left it wreckage in your life. Choose, instead of asking the question “Why, God, why did you allow this to happen to me? ”  ask, “What’s next?”  Choose to be defined by “What’s Next?”
Notice in the passage in Psalms, here is how it ends: “But I trust in your unfailing love. My heart rejoices in your salvation. I will sing to the Lord for He has been good to me.” David remembered that his suffering did not have the final word. He knew that the day was not done and the answer was coming. There is a promise in Scripture, Romans 8:28, which says “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who are called according to his purposes.” Notice he said we know that in all things God works for the good - all things. Not just the good things, but also the bad things in our lives. The promise that God makes to us is not that we will not experience bad things in our lives, but that he will not allow anything to happen in our lives that he will not redeem. 
There is a story that I read. I don’t know if it is a true story, but it is a story about a painting in London. The title of the painting is “Checkmate” (and this is where the chess board comes in). This teacher had taken her class to a museum, and in the museum there was a painting. The painting was called “Checkmate.” It was believed that the painting was about Faust and Mephistopheles. Anyway, one player across from Faust is just an old crotchety guy with a big stogie in his mouth, just laughing and laughing as hard as can be. On the other side of the chess board is Faust who looks just utterly depressed and defeated. The boy looked at the painting for a long time, enamored by it. It says “checkmate.” The person is certain that defeat has occurred. The little boy, in studying it longer and harder, discovered something. The painting is a lie. The king still has one more move on the board. The king still has one more move…. and the same thing is true in your life, in my life.

When going through a tough time, it may look as though evil has defeated you; it looks as though it’s checkmate.  But people, your King still has one more move. When David was face to face with Goliath it looked like sure defeat. It looked like checkmate, but the King had one more move. When Daniel was in the lion’s den and it looked as though the lions were going to be eating kosher that night, God put them on Slim-Fast. It looked like checkmate but the King had one more move. When Moses and the people of Israel were pinned at the Red Sea and it looked and felt for sure like they were going down, good news! God said, “Step aside because the King has one more move.” 
You are facing a difficult time in your life. It seems as though it is all coming apart. You are wondering, “What did I do to deserve this? Life should be easier.”  Know that your pain, your suffering, your problem does not have the last word. Your King has one more move to make. Do you believe it?! Do you believe it?! Say it!  “My King has one more move.”

 Let’s pray.

Heavenly Father, help us no matter what difficult situation we face, help us not to fall into despair as though it is over and there is nothing that can be done. We have a God who has promised that he will take all things and work them to our good. Our King still has one more move. The enemy says we are defeated; it’s checkmate; the game is over.  God says no, I still have an unexpected move. May we anticipate with great hope what you are going to do, even when our life graph goes down to the left! Give us faith, give us hope, and give us courage for the facing of these days. We pray this in Christ’s name, Amen. 
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