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September 20, 2009   POP   Ordinary Spirituality: Spiritual Friends   
 Kathie Clark +              Acts 2:40-47     John 13:9-17

Last Sunday was “Bring a Friend to Church” day.  Some of you did just that and I hope your friend/s and/or family will continue to be invited and feel welcomed here at Prince of Peace.  I don’t know if I would be standing here this morning, a born again Christian, an ordained priest, if a friend from Jr. High had not invited me to her church.  In fact, her family went way out of their way to pick me up and take me to their church and then take me home again, Sunday after Sunday.  But it was more than the transportation.  It was the friendship not only from my school chum, Karlene, but also from her parents and many others I came to meet at the church that was life changing.
 There were the occasional Friday night sleepovers, too.  When I was at her house, I learned that prayers were said at each meal; there were bedtime prayers with the whole family, and breakfast devotionals.  I didn’t have any of that in my home.  At church, I met with the Jr. High group, made lots of special friends and especially came to know leaders who were mentors to me.  We studied the Bible, prayed and worshipped together.  In time, I was able to bring my brothers with me and my sister.   Our lives were forever changed by my friend and her parents because I saw in them authentic Christians who lived their lives as a witness to Christ.  
That was the beginning of my journey with Jesus.  My faith, my knowledge and overall spiritual growth were further developed in small groups.  By that I mean, the high school group at church, small bible study groups, even prayer and study groups in college; and always there was worship each Sunday as we gathered together in the larger family.  In those communities, I found more than just fellowship and fun.  I found support, compassion, and people who would help me grow spiritually and help me discern at key points in my life.  I found openness and honesty from others as they shared their faults and struggles.  
Above all, I came to know Jesus and our God as the One who loves us and who has died for my soul’s sake and your soul’s sake and the souls of all others in this world.  
When I was married, the most vital threads woven throughout our lives and of our children’s were small home groups and Sunday worship.  Oh, we had lots of other groups we enjoyed like our gourmet cooking group, our neighborhood friends, the Brownies and YMCA Indian maiden groups, sports groups, Young Life and so on.  But the sustaining strength for the daily haul and the nitty-gritty stuff of life came through our small group.  
These were our soul friends; friends with whom we could be utterly open and honest; with whom we laughed and cried.  We shared one another’s burdens, helped each other as we went through tough times with our kids, or work or even marriage.  There were times, when we shared our earthly and monetary goods with each other as needed.  We met in each other’s homes; we ate, shared, prayed and studied together.  When you stop and think about it, this is exactly what Jesus did with his disciples and followers.  And this is exactly what the early church did after Jesus’ death and resurrection.  And, they didn’t do these things just for themselves.  They did it for others.  And many came to believe.  The Good News of Jesus spread throughout the world.  Read the Book of Acts again to see it all
As Christians we live in community.   We are called to be community for each other and in the world for others.  There is no such thing has having one’s own private faith.  That’s like a fish claiming it can live without water.  We were not meant to be completely on our own.  Nor did Jesus mean for us to just tag along with some group like hanging on the fringes, so to speak.  We are to be involved, actively seeking, actively growing.
Jesus is continually calling us, encouraging us, challenging us to follow him deeper in the journey of our lives.  He calls us to learn more, probe the depths of our faith, ask the hard questions, struggle with our doubts, disbelief’s and uncertainties.    Not sure what you really believe?  Don’t know how to apply your faith to your every day woes and worries?  Wonder what the Bible and the wisdom of other Christians can tell you in terms of the ethical issues that face you, your politics, and your everyday life?    You won’t find those answers in some pseudo-religious book or in Dan Brown’s book, The Lost Symbol.   You will find help, direction and support in a small study group and you will meet some wonderful people who struggle just like you and me.  
In a small group we can learn to listen to others who have differing views and experiences.   We can learn trust, accountability and confidentiality.   We learn compassion and we have companions in our journey who speak truth to us.  We can empower one another for service and ministry beyond our comfort levels.
Here at Prince of Peace, we have so many groups, groups to just about fit anyone’s interest and desires.  There is Sunday school for the youngsters, youth groups, choir and bell groups, acolytes, and lay readers, lay Eucharistic ministers, prayer groups, a knitting group, a golf group, a drama group and a supper group.  There are many opportunities for various times and types of worship: Sunday mornings, Wednesday morning Eucharist, Taize services and Sunday eve. Contemporary worship.  Being apart of any of these groups or worship services can and will grow you spiritually as you encounter the Holy in a variety of ways.  But I would like to challenge you to get involved with a small group where you can more openly share, study, pray and grow with others.  I want to go a step further and challenge you to start a group—one for young families or empty-nesters, or whatever you need.  I will help you and so will Fr. Rand and Fr. Brian.  Come see us.
Being involved in a group is vital to our Christian faith.   There is an additional way to grow as a Christian and that is by working individually with a Spiritual Director.  This is a person who has been specifically trained as a spiritual counselor, listener, and guide.  This person does not tell you what to believe or what to do but rather walks with you prayerfully while you, as St. Paul’s says, “work out your own salvation.”   We have people in our congregation who have been through extensive training and are equipped to do this.   If you are interested in knowing more about individual spiritual direction, then please speak to one of us clergy.  
Now, for a moment, I would like to shift focus to people, like myself, who are in the “second half of life” whatever age or stage that means.  
I want you to know that God is not finished using us and I think we have an important task and opportunity before us.   One of my favorite writers, Margaret Guenther, is an Episcopal priest.  I have listed one of her books in the bulletin insert.  In her book, Toward Holy Ground, she writes, that the second half of life is when we are finally grown up but not through with growing.  She says, “The second half of life is the age of the amateur.  Amateurs are lovers, drawn to their work and their commitments by love, not duty, sustained by the gift of joy and wonder in all God’s works.  In the first half of life, our energy is devoted to proving ourselves…of degrees and credentials, for developing our professional identity, raising our families...In the second half of life our perspective changes and we are amazed to realize that some things just don’t matter any more.”
She goes on to say that is a time of fruition—of wisdom and insight.  We can embrace ambiguity and be open to the mysteries of God that ask us to risk, forget the true-false answers and explore more deeply the hidden depths of the Holy.  It is a time when we can be really good listeners for others, really good at taking time to hold someone in prayer and lift them up before the Almighty.  We might have our physical limitations or things that prohibit us from driving at night or doing some of the activities we used to do in service.  But we can take home the prayer lists and pray for each person on that list.   We can pick up the phone and call friends and even younger people and encourage them that day.  Just ask us clergy for a list.  We have lots of folk who would love a friendly, prayerful call.   We have time to visit folks confined to their homes or in a residential place.  We have time to visit someone in the hospital.  We have time to say, “Here I am Lord.  Use me.”  
And when we go about our day to day tasks, we can ask God to use us in ways we might not even imagine.  For God will take us at your word and touch lives we may never fully realize.  .  
We can be a spiritual friend to someone else because of our life and our spiritual experiences.  We need to share ourselves, our time, our talents, and our spiritual gifts with people who are hungry for that loving connection.  This is community; this is what Jesus needed and taught his followers.  We are to be spiritual friends for one another any way we can.  

Finally, I would like to challenge each of you to do something this morning you may have never done before.  Following the service, I would like you to introduce yourself to someone you see at church but perhaps do not know well.  Greet them; ask them how they are doing in their lives; ask them if there is something you can be praying for on their behalf during the week.  Then give them a blessing in Christ’s name.  You might go a step further and connect with them during the week or next Sunday and catch up.  See how things went for them.   Note what God’s does in your life.
“And day by day the Lord added to their number those who were being saved.”  Amen. 
