NEARER Sunday 12th June 2016

Theme - Issues that affect us all - No. 8- Commitment
1530 - Mingle Time:

(Three activities, move around or stay with one)

Mingle Time 1 - Scrabble tiles - words that speak of commitment
Mingle Time 2 - Sunday Papers - Stories of commitment
Mingle Time 3 - Colouring In - Conversations about commitment from our lives/experiences
1550 - Intro:

Welcome 
Explain the goal of this group - create a space for us to encounter God

Explain format/Timings

Intro - A hen and a pig were walking down the road together. (Not a Bible story, ok!) They pass a sign for a local café advertising its breakfast special: “Bacon and Eggs – £4.95!” The chicken said, “That’s our whole contribution to society: breakfast food!” The pig stared long and hard at the hen and then replied, “For you, it may be a contribution. For me it’s a total commitment.”
There is something in this joke that is very profound.
VIDEO - Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade - The leap of faith (https://youtu.be/xFntFdEGgws)
Q How does that video help us think about commitment?
1600 - Focus Time:

(Two activities, 20 minute slots - move around.)

Focus Time 1 - Life and Commitment
Focus Time 2 - Faith and Commitment
1640 - Together Time:

Pull together strands.
POWERPOINT - NEARER DNA image

This is how we as NEARER have tried to express what differences our COMMITMENT to Jesus will make in our lives.

Where are we in our COMMITMENT to God? Is that COMMITMENT an expression of LOVE, is that LOVE founded on a total conviction of God’s LOVE for us? This kind of conviction can only be born out of a concrete experience and personal encounter with God. Has that happened for you? If not can we pray for you that it might?
What does God want you to take away from today?

SILENCE

Distribute COMMITMENT Prayer Bookmark.

FREE Bible - Where to find help in time of need.

NEARER publicity materials - INVITE people!
Summer Sundays - Email details as we think them up!
Mingle Time 1 - Scrabble tiles

Words that speak of commitment.

Add to the word COMMITMENT words that speak of what commitment means for you.

Mingle Time 2 - Sunday Papers

Which stories in today’s papers do you think illustrate commitment, or lack of commitment?

Use the highlighter pens to circle stories you choose.

Mingle Time 3 - Colouring In
As you colour in share in your conversations stories about commitment from your own lives/experiences.

Focus Time 1 - Life & Commitment

Video - Cornetto’s Commitment Rings (https://youtu.be/ytDg67aWxjM)

Q How do you respond to that?

Q Is this a positive thing? A technological aid to help couples keep their commitment to each other.

Q Or is it a sign of a lack of trust, of an incapacity to keep promises, to be faithful? 

Q Would a marital fidelity ring - if such a thing could be made - be a helpful, or unhelpful aid to couples - a technological chastity belt? A device that gives a man an electric shock if he looks at another woman! Can you imagine it!?
The importance of the words we use : 

Webster uses terms like this to define the word ‘commitment’: 
sacrifice,
loss of freedom,
submission,
institutionalization,
consignment to a prison or mental institution
Who in their right mind would want to sign up for that??

Fortunately, there are other more positive terms that are also used to define the word such as; 
pledge,
vow,
assurance,
giving one’s word,
empowering,
investing,
entrusting
Q How do we see commitment, as positive or negative?

Commitment can be defined as a dedication or obligation that binds an individual to a particular person, cause, or course of action. 
Q Can you think of any examples of commitment as an obligation or as dedication to a cause?

Commitment can also be seen as a process of dealing with the challenges and opportunities that relationships inevitably provide.
Q Can you think of instances in which a person’s commitment to a relationship has been made evident in how they respond to challenges?

Commitments may be made willingly or unwillingly. 
Q What commitments do we choose and which ones are obligations that we have without any choice in the matter?

e.g. to one’s country, family.

Fearing commitment:

A fear of commitment can affect an individual's life in a variety of ways. Though the term "commitment issues" may be frequently used to characterize an individual who seeks to avoid commitment in romantic relationships, it might also refer to issues at school or in the workplace, or even in geographical location. 
· In the workplace, a fear of commitment may lead an individual to avoid or reject long-term projects or assignments. This behaviour could have a negative impact on the employee's performance or overall effectiveness. They might regularly switch jobs or companies.
· At school, a student who fears commitment might decide not to invest the time or effort needed to reach long-term academic or career goals. For example, a student might worry about the commitment required to succeed at college and decide not to apply.  

· In a romantic relationship, commitment issues may prompt one or both partners to reject the opportunity to pursue a more stable, intimate arrangement, such as getting married.
· We all probably know someone who is always moving house, towns, or even countries. For them the ideal situation is always the ‘next one’. But when they get there, there is always something wrong with it and off they go again. This is called ‘Doing a Geographical’. It is always easier if you feel dissatisfied or stuck in some way to blame things outside of yourself and our geographical location often comes in for a lot of blame. The trouble is when you move, you only tend to take your problems with you, this is because our problems are often internal, rather than external.

Q Any examples of this to share?

Effectively people usually behave in such a way as to mitigate the possibility of future pain. 

But this can only be positive if their expectation of what is likely to happen is accurate. 

e.g. If a person assumes that everybody will always let them down, they will never commit to any relationship, ever. If they expect to fail in every job they do, they probably won’t stay in it long enough to succeed.
Commitment’s positive power in our lives comes from a different direction. Instead of being motivated by the avoidance of future pain, we instead choose to commit to creating a positive outcome. 
However, the real power in commitment arises out of our willingness
 to take responsibility for continually and repeatedly making the choice to continue to honour it.

When something is new, be it a new job, project, or relationship, we are filled with excitement and energy - but once this initial buzz fades we find ourselves having to deal with the reality of conflicting desires or the fact that what we imagined about the job, project, person was an ‘idealized projection’, the reality is that it/they are not quite as perfect as we had imagined.

Q Any experiences of such ‘reality checks’ - when the blinkers fell off and you first saw the reality of a job/project/place/relationship?

e.g. Sharon and my thick soup meltdown! The reality of living with someone who isn’t perfect.
On a positive note, the breakdowns in relationships at work or at home, and the hard work of finding a way to negotiate through these breakdowns in order to keep the job/ project/relationship on track, will provide us with the means through which we can mature as people, grow and develop. 
This process will ultimately heighten our experience of joy, generosity, creativity, and passion for living.
As a wise man once said, “There’s no such thing as a free lunch.” Committed engagements, in whatever area of life, do not come cheaply, they require courage, responsibility, imagination, and integrity. 
But the reality is that very few of us enter into commitments with a fully-developed set of courage, responsibility, imagination and integrity! 

Therefore it is mostly a matter of ‘on the job’ training. However, with vision, a spirit of adventure, a willingness to play on the edge of where you feel comfortable, a willing partner, and support when you need it, the possibilities are endless!
One final thought regarding commitment is that the usual explanation of the uncommitted is that something ‘better’ might be just around the corner, or that ‘no clear winner’ presents it amongst the choices available. 
This can only ever be part of the equation because it is not only WHAT you commit to, it’s HOW you commit to that decision that will make your choice successful or otherwise. 
Only the smallest part of committing is a passive process that either works or does not work depending on the thing or person you have committed to; 
the main factor that will make the choice successful or not, is what work you put into it.

Focus Time 2 - Faith & Commitment

Q What words do you think of when you think about commitment in the life of faith - are they positive or negative?

e.g. duty, obligation, devotion, focus, priorities.
I think we often start from the wrong end when we think about commitment in the life of faith. We start by thinking about our commitment to God, it is a lot more helpful if we start from the other end, and talk about God’s commitment to us.

Q How has God shown His commitment to us?

Adam and Eve sinned and He remained committed to them, Jesus Christ came down from heaven to walk among us, teach us, and give up His life for us (the ultimate commitment!).

If Christianity was primarily about our commitment to God, it would fail miserably because of our human nature. We promise to commit, to do better, to not sin – but we fail miserably – we then feel guilty and repent but only to do it all again. Something that St Paul expressed with courageous honesty;
I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do.

Thank God that He is more committed to us than the other way around!

Q How do we show our commitment to God?

e.g. engagement in building the Kingdom of God - living by God’s standards of honesty, justice, concern for the weak etc.
And what does the Lord require of you?

To act justly and to love mercy

and to walk humbly with your God.

It is interesting to imagine the state of the world without any commitment on the part of the followers of Jesus. No-one would have gone out from Israel in order to go and make disciples of all nations, no Christian community would have been formed through our showing love to one another. No hospitals, no universities, no abolition of slavery, a massively reduced artistic heritage in music and the visual arts.

What would be the face of an uncommitted Christianity? Would the Christian faith just be some words in the pages of a Bible? 
Commitment is what enables us to bring the Bible to life, to be the light of God here on earth to others, Christians and Non-Christians alike. This is a work of commitment.

The nature of commitment:

We know that in its essence Christianity is a relationship with God. 
Now this is eternal life: that they know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent.

And we know that in order for any relationship to work, there needs to be commitment from both sides. 
Q So what is the nature of God’s commitment to us? Read the following verses:

What, then, shall we say in response to these things? 
If God is for us, who can be against us? 
He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all – 
how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things? ... 
Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? 
Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword?

No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. 
For I am convinced that neither death nor life,
 neither angels nor demons, 
neither the present nor the future,
 nor any powers, 
neither height nor depth, 
nor anything else in all creation, 
will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.

Q What does this tell us about the nature of God’s commitment to us?

e.g. unshakeable, irrevocable, unassailable.

Q What do you think is the definitive and quintessential expression of God’s commitment to us?

The sacrifice is the emblem of the covenant

The covenant is Gods final, irrevocable commitment

Jesus, dying on the cross is the sign of God’s irrevocable covenant with us, is the ultimate emblem and guarantee of His commitment to us. That is all we need to know. Everything is included in that. 
Our response to that does involve commitment, but our commitment is not the determinant factor in the relationship. 
Q What effect does our failure have on our relationship with God? 

Our inconsistent, or less than whole-heartedness, will have an impact on our ability to be involved with God in what He is doing, it will have an impact on the quality of our relationship with God, but the relationships itself depends not on us, but on God and what He did for us in Jesus. 
Once we have responded to that in an act of faith, something decisive has happened.

The cost of commitment:

We would certainly prefer a faith that doesn’t require costly commitment. We would much prefer spiritual growth plans that guarantee complete maturity in “only 15 minutes a day!” Or to believe that we only need to pray the prayer of Jabez, or ask ourselves ‘What Would Jesus Do?’, or read a book, or complete a three session training course!

Although, deep down, we know that this is nonsense. The Christian life is a relationship with God and relationships need time, they need prioritising, and they need working on.
For the Jews their relationship with God was codified into a system of Law. As long as you kept the Law perfectly you were in good standing with God.

However a spirituality of law can be unhealthy. As soon as you get laws you get lawyer - barrack room or otherwise, Loophole of the Bailey.

That was the Pharisees problem in Jesus’ time. They had become completely focussed on rules - 631 of them! Once you have rules people try to find ways around them, or ways to minimally fulfil them, or to fulfil the letter whilst contravening the spirit. Which was why it was illegal for Jesus to heal a sick person on the Sabbath - it was considered to be work. Jesus was outraged at how man-made rules were contravening the spirit of the Law, twisting it from something that made a better, more humane, more just, more compassionate society, into a self-serving system.

The Kosher house story - 

When I was at Bible College a former rabbinical student who had become a Christian was one of my fellow-students. He told us that when he was a boy in Israel his parents would sometimes get a Chinese take-away which was not Kosher - because of the pork etc.

So the family would eat it off disposable paper plates, using disposable plastic knives and forks. Once they had finished the meal they would throw everything away. They used to joke amongst themselves that even if they went to hell when they died, at least the house would still be Kosher and go to heaven !

Rule-following, in and of itself, is not the heart of the Christian life.

One of the teachers of the law came and heard them debating. Noticing that Jesus had given them a good answer, he asked him, ‘Of all the commandments, which is the most important?’

 ‘The most important one,’ answered Jesus, ‘is this: 
“Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one. Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.”
The second is this: “Love your neighbour as yourself.”

There is no commandment greater than these.’ (Mark 12:28-31)

Love is what the Christian life is about, love for God and love for others.

Commitment is an expression of love, and our love for God is merely a reflection, a response, to His love (commitment) towards us.

“We love God, because He first loved us…” (1 John 4:19)

Perhaps the better way is that proposed by St Augustine (354-430) in a sermon he preached on 1 John 4:4-12.

Once and for all, I give you this one short command: love, and do what you will.

If you hold your peace, hold your peace out of love.

If you cry out, cry out in love.

If you correct someone, correct them out of love.

If you spare them, spare them out of love.

Let the root of love be in you: nothing can spring from it but good.
Love God and do what you will. 

Douglas Rumford makes a profound statement in his book SoulShaping. He writes, 
“We make our commitments, then our commitments make us.
Once they are chosen, many other choices follow as a matter of course.”
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