THE PASSIONATE CHURCH
Psalms 42:1-2

The Fifteenth Sunday after Pentecost

The people who sell stuff know we are impulse buyers.  This is why we find the stuff we do around the cash register.  As we stand there waiting in line we see the candy bars we never thought about purchasing until we were standing there beside them, the batteries we might need just in case the one in the remote goes out, the magazines which promise to tell us all the things we really need to know about some celebrity, the bag of balloons for the next party, or an umbrella in case it rains before we can get to the car.  As we get pushed toward the cash register, that moment when our money is out and in our hands, the folks who sell the stuff make their final appeal to us to part with even more of our money.  And often times we do.  We do it not because we need it, but because we often buy on impulse.  The folks who sell the stuff know who we are and what we are likely to do and so they do everything possible to help us leave more of our money on the counter as we leave.

I must confess to doing my share of the impulse buying.  When I went in the Christian bookstore a month or so ago, I went in to look for one specific thing.  Along the way I saw some books I did not know I needed until the very moment of standing in front of them.  One of them I bought because of the author.  I had read some of his other stuff and he had a reputation for writing good stuff.  The other I bought because of the title.  I had never heard of the author, but the title was captivating.  I guess you could say I spent $20 because the title touched a place deep inside of me.  The Passionate Church was the title of the book.  You have no idea how I have longed over the years for such to be descriptive of the church.
It has always seemed that we were more about doing our duty for the church than our desire for God.  It has always seemed that we were ready to go to battle over how money was going to be spent; yet, never seemed concerned that souls were not being influenced for Christ.  It has always seemed that we found it too easy to jump on other folks instead of falling on our knees in their behalf.  It has always seemed that the church was too much about me and you, and not enough about God.  It has always seemed we could go through the motions of saying and doing all the right things; yet, it all happened without any passion.  Perhaps, such is why I spent $20 on a book just because of the title.  
Whenever we try to envision a church that would be described as passionate, it is inevitable that we find ourselves turning to the 42nd Psalm for the image set forth by the language of that passage.  The Psalmist David spoke of his passion for God by writing,



As the deer long for flowing steams, 




so my soul longs for you, O God.



My soul thirsts for God, 




for the living God.
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Here set in place for us is the image of deer in the midst of a dry season.  The land of Israel is an arid land, and one fountain after another has run dry.  The Psalmist causes us to see the deer, tongue parched from thirst, panting for water.  The image of the deer desiring water is not the image of an animal desiring a casual drink, but an animal sensing that if water is not found soon, it will die.

Such is the state of the church in these days. As we allow ourselves to get honestly connected with our own spiritual dryness and as we take a hard look at the church’s pre-occupation with the material issues of the world, we begin to realize that we either soon drink from spiritual waters or we will surely die.  
Jesus spoke of this to a woman of Samaria whose story we find in the 4th chapter of John’s gospel.  What she wanted from him was something needed for her physical life.  What she sought from Him was something which would make her life more convenient.  When Jesus spoke to her about the living waters of God, she could only say,



…give, me this water so that I may never be thirsty or have 



to keep coming here to draw water. (4:15)
She did not understand.  She would have been content with far less than what she could have experienced.

And, indeed, if the church and we as disciples are guilty of any sin, surely it must be the sin of settling.  We settle for less than what God desires for us.  In this book, The Passionate Church, one of the authors tells the story of the Sun Shower.  While in England he and his family joined a health club.  He used all the typical instruments of torture like weights and treadmills and then he would find his way to the hot tub.  While soaking, his daughter asked him if he had tried the Sun Shower.  When he asked what it was, he was told, “It’s that white tube over by the pool.  You stand up in it and get a tan, but you also get totally refreshed.  It’s like standing on a beach in South Carolina.”  So since his family thought South Carolina beaches were the closet thing to perfection on earth, he decided to give it a try.  For a one pound coin you got three minutes.  He stepped in what seemed to be a small closet, shut the door, read the instructions, dropped his coin in the slot, put on the goggles, shut his eyes tightly, and waited.  There was a lot of whirring and clicking, but he felt nothing.  When the time was up he stepped out.  His kids thought it was fantastic, but for him it was just ok.  So they talked him to trying again a week later, but this time for three minutes.  Same results.  The next time they talked him into trying it for six minutes.  Same results.  The kids were so disappointed Dad was not enjoying what seemed to them to be a near heaven experience.  “Try it for nine minutes,” they pled.  Nine minutes was a long time for him to stand there listening to whirring and clicking noises so he opened his eyes and when he did , he saw a knob on what seemed to be a door.  He pulled it open and the room was filled with what he described as the most refreshing light rays and replicated ocean breeze he could have ever imagined.  He had been standing in the changing room for three weeks.  He wrote, “All this time I thought I was having the experience I was supposed to have.  I tried to work up feelings of refreshment, but I knew that weren’t real.  As hard as I tried, I just didn’t get it!”
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Some of us have a Christian experience that could be described in such a way.  It may seem to us that we have been standing in some spiritual changing room for weeks or months or years, all the while wondering what is really so great about the Christian life.  Before the church can be characterized as a passionate church, it must have people within it who are passionate about Jesus.   All of us are passionate about something.  Some people express a lot of passion on Friday night at the football field.  They are so passionate, they stand for long periods of time, waving their arms in their air, and screaming until their voice is all but gone.  Other folks have a passion for being on the water.  They are constantly thinking about getting to quitting time and weekend so they can get the boat out in the water.  Some of us have a passion for watching reality game shows on television, or reading a book, or manicuring the yard.  Our passions are different, but all of us have something that we are going to do even if nothing else ever gets done.
The church will only become the passionate church when we become passionate about the spiritual dimension of our life and our relationship with Jesus Christ.  The church will not become the passionate church because we are intent on doing the church things like being on committees, being in charge, creating more and more programs, raising more and more money, building bigger and better buildings, but because we are intent on having a love affair with Jesus.  The church will never become the passionate church until we cast aside our contentment with getting by through continued involvement in the status quo.  In the book of Revelation the letter to the church at Laodicea contains a word  that lets us know that God is never going to be satisfied with such a spirit. In the middle of the 3rd chapter we hear the divine word coming to the church at Laodicea, 


I know your works, you are neither cold nor hot, I  wish that you were



Cold or hot.  So because you are lukewarm and neither cold nor hot, 



I am about to spew you out of My mouth.

A church without passion is a lukewarm church and a disciple of Jesus who has no passion is but a lukewarm Christian.  Christ has use for neither.
So, how do we get from where we are to where God is calling us?  How do we go from being lukewarm to becoming passionate?  Such is question of our age.  We are always wanting someone to tell us the answers to the “how to” questions of life.  If someone will tell us how to do it, then we can get on with the task of doing it.  Do we do it by reading the Bible an hour a day?  Do we do it by praying three times each day?  Do we do it by being in worship every Sunday?  There is that part of us which cries out, “Tell me what to do to be passionate about Jesus and I will do it.”  “Tell us what to do to make our church passionate and we will create a program to do it?”  
If only there was an answer, but there is none.  What we look for are the steps which will affect the change so we can get on with it.  What we look for will not be found.  While there may be some books that seem to tell us how to get there, the way forward is really found in the image the deer thirsting and longing for water lest it die.  When we learn what it means to thirst and hunger for God, when we realize that dependence on anything except a drink of His spiritual waters will leave us empty, when we come to the place where we want nothing more than we 
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want God, then we have come to the place of passion in our spiritual life.  And we have also come to the place where the possibility exists for the church to be described as a passionate church instead of a church content with things as they are.  
If there is a need for passion in our walk with God, the place to begin is on our knees confessing how dry and empty we have become and asking Him to create in a new heart, a heart that is filled with a deep desire for God?  Who wants to begin the journey?  Who wants to come the place where the heart desires nothing more than it desires God?  Any who want to begin this journey this morning are invited now to come to this altar and pray, “Lord, my heart is not where it needs to be.  Forgive me.  Create in me an all consuming desire for You and Your presence.”  Will you come and offer such a prayer now to God our Father who waits to bless us.  
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