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	Dennis Linn had just come to the Rosebud Sioux Indian Reservation as a teacher, and he wanted to welcome his class by inviting them to a meal.  Dennis invited eight students to come over to his apartment and decided to make soup, even though was not an experienced cook.
	He boiled soup bones in the morning and then added a cup of rice.  It looked like nothing.  So he added the entire box of rice.  That still didn’t look like enough to feed a lot of students, so Dennis went to four different neighbors and collected two more boxfuls of rice.  He dumped those in too.  Then he left the soup to simmer and went to teach his classes.
	When Dennis got home that night with his eight dinner guests, the rice met them at the front door!  He didn’t realize how much rice expands when it cooks.  When they got inside the apartment, it looked like a foot of snow had fallen.  Some of the students helped Dennis shovel rice, and the others went to invite their families – parents and children -- to help eat it.  
	Dennis ended up feeding most of the people who lived on the reservation . . . and the dogs too.  
	This was one dinner party that did not go as planned.  Dennis had hoped to hold a prayer service after they ate.  Instead, he was so moved by the presence of all these unexpected guests that he simply shared what he felt.  He lit a candle and told everyone he was not grateful for the rice that met him at the door that day.  But he was deeply grateful that people from every age group were meeting in his home to feast on rice and to pray.  
	Then others began to share the time during that day when they felt least grateful and the moment during the day when they felt most grateful.  This became a spiritual practice for the community, and Dennis began cooking dinner for his neighbors every Friday night.  Whoever came, would gather together and answer the two questions:  For what moment today am I most grateful?  For what moment today am I least grateful?  
	This is a practice that Dennis and his family still continue almost every night.  They have led retreats in 40 different countries, and they find that regardless of culture or age group, these two questions help people find direction for their lives.  This process is called examen, and the family members share their answers at dinner together or at night before they go to bed.  
	This is one of the ways that we learn what God wants us to do with our lives.  God wants us to do more of the things that give us life and gratitude.  God wants us to do less of the things that drain our energy and our spirit.
	Try it yourself and see.  It’s not necessary to make rice first.
	This story says a lot about connecting like Jesus, which is what I want to talk about today. You see, I want that kind of deep connection with God and other people in my life.  I want that more than I want anything else.  Don’t you?  
	Don’t you want to be connected to people in a profound, loving, spiritual way?
	Most of us would say we already live in a hyper-connected world.  Thanks to the late Steve Jobs, we’ve got 1,000 songs on our I Pods and can enjoy our favorite music anytime, anywhere. We can Skype on our I Pads to connect with grandchildren across the country or text our teenagers on their I Phones to see why they’re not home by curfew.  
District 97 just gave I Pads to 200 kindergarten students right here in Oak Park.  Look out!  Our 5-year-olds will soon be organizing Occupy Oak Park, demanding longer recess for the 99 percent, no fee debit cards with pre-loaded allowance and Political Action Committees for those who have not yet reached voting age. 
 Like Dennis Linn’s exploding rice, there are now more cell phones than there are people in the United States.  We have more information more quickly in more formats than ever before.
	But are we connected like Jesus?  Jesus said, “I came that they may have life, and have abundantly.”  (John 10:10)  Does all of our technology give us life in abundance?  Or has it become an end in itself?  Has keeping up with all this communication taken the place of having a real connection with other people in our lives?  (Anybody who has kids or significant others who text at the dinner table knows what I’m saying.)
	You see, there is a difference between communication and connection.  In every communication, there must be a sender and a receiver.  And I know for a fact that there are hundreds of messages flying through this sanctuary today that I will never receive.  I’m talking about the Tweets from Ashton Kutcher and Lady Gaga and most of the Republican presidential candidates that I’m simply not ever going to read.   
We are bombard with messages.  But how many do we truly receive?  In fact, I wonder if we are all so overwhelmed by communication that we miss the opportunity to have a real connection with each other.  
Mother Teresa said, “I have a feeling that we are in such a hurry that we do not even have time to look at one another and smile.”  
When I listen to our text from Paul’s letter to the Thessalonians, I hear an incredible sense of connection.  This letter is the earliest Christian writing, dating to the year 51 CE, and it radiates pure love from Paul – who founded the church – to the believers who lived in this Greek city.   They were Gentiles (non-Jews) who had become Christ followers, and Paul wrote this letter to encourage them in their new faith . . . as we are here to welcome and encourage the new members who will join our community this morning.
This letter was a lifeline from Paul to his friends in the congregation he had founded. For us, letters and messages are a problem to manage.  We get too many.  We delete more emails every day than a first century Thessalonian would have received in a lifetime.  We open our postal mail next to the recycling bin, so that we can dump most of it and get it out of our lives because we’ve got too much paper already.
In contrast, this letter was a precious gift, one that had traveled by personal courier across the miles, to be read during worship to the gathered congregation . . . many of whom were not literate, most of whom had to sneak into the house where other Christians gathered in worship because they were likely to be persecuted for their faith.  We have lost the sense that Christianity is a dangerous thing.
Paul makes his motives clear.  He is not in ministry for personal gain.  He’s not a fake.  He is not trying to flatter them and he is not looking for their praise.  He is telling them the truth about Jesus.
Paul uses two images to describe his love for these sisters and brothers in faith:  he says he and the other apostles of Jesus are “like infants among you” and “like a nursing mother tenderly caring for her own children.”  This is pretty stunning language.
Remember, Paul was a single man.  In other writings, he argues in favor of celibacy.  He never married, he worked as a tentmaker, and he was a privileged, well-educated man in a highly patriarchal culture.  And yet he compares himself with the least powerful classes of people in his society – babies (who were often subject to infanticide) and nursing mothers.
What is happening here?  Paul doesn’t sound much like a macho man when he says:  So deeply do we care for you that we are determined to share with you not only the gospel of God but also our own selves, because you have become very dear to us. (1 Thess.2:8)
Paul is modeling what it means to connect like Jesus, by connecting through Jesus.
Jesus connected to other people not with power, but with love.
	Jesus was a master at paying attention to people and asking questions that would cause them to share their souls.  He asked questions like:
	What do you want?  (John 1:37)
	Why are you afraid?  (Matt. 8:26)
	Why do you see the speck in your neighbor’s eye, but not the log in your own eye? (Matt. 7:3)
	Who do you say that I am?  (Matt. 16:15)
	Remember those two questions I mentioned before:  For what moment today are you most grateful?  For what moment today are you least grateful?  Would you go home and ask those questions of yourself or others you live with?  If not, why not?
	Does it seem embarrassing?  Does it feel frightening to open yourself up to someone else at a spiritual level?  If we don’t do that, we will never truly connect.
	I have a friend who asks me more questions than anyone I know.  But he has also learned more about me than anyone I know.  
	If you want to go deeper in the love relationships in your life, have the boldness to ask soul-sharing questions.  Learn your partner’s love language, which was the topic of today’s and next Sunday’s adult education class.
	Asking questions is even more important when we disagree.  Most of the time, I avoid people who disagree with me.  If someone doesn’t like me, make sure I never run into them.  
	But on my good days (when I am connected to Jesus) and I find out that someone is upset with me, I try to reach out to them and find out why they feel that way.  
Recently, someone expressed a disagreement with my position about ending the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq.  I called that person on the phone and asked them very sincerely to tell me about their perspective on the war.  I let them know that we can love each other and be members of the same church even when we hold different opinions.  
It is more important for us to understand each other at a soul level than it is to convince the other person to change his/her mind.  The more you know of a person’s story, the less possible it is to see that person as your enemy.
	We can connect like Jesus if we have the courage to start paying attention to each other.  We need to notice what is happening in each other’s lives and not be afraid to ask straight-up questions.
	I just read in the Wednesday Journal that crime in our community has dropped significantly since last year.  In the zone right around our church, crime dropped 17 percent in the last year.  The police department doesn’t take the credit.  They say it happened because people are not afraid to be nosy neighbors anymore.  They are paying attention to their surroundings and reporting suspicious activity to the police.  
	What would happen if we started to really notice the people God places in our lives?  We would understand that God is speaking to us through them!  In his book “Connecting Like Jesus,” Tony Campolo says, “May we never look past someone God yearns for us to see.”
 Over the last four weeks, a group of newcomers to our church have spent several hours together, learning about our church and sharing their faith stories with one another.  We have created a sense of community together.  We have shared at a soul level.  
If we want to connect like Jesus, we do not need the latest I Phone 4.  We simply need to believe in our power to go deeper together, to share our doubts and questions.   
You don’t share your soul when you get a library card, or when you join a health club, or even when you register for college.  This is the joy of being part of a community that is centered in Christ.  The poet Rumi says,
There is a community of the spirit.
Join it, and feel the delight
Of walking in the noisy street,
And being the noise.
Our dearest hope, new members, is that your soul sharing will continue.  We are glad you are here, not because you represent more bodies in the pew or more money in the collection plate, but because you were sent to us by God so that we would be blessed, challenged and transformed.  I will repeat Paul’s words:
So deeply do we care for you that we are determined to share with you not only the gospel of God but also our own selves, because you have become very dear to us.  
We connect like Jesus by connecting to Jesus.  In the week ahead, I invite you to pray the prayer in the bulletin, “To Radiate Christ.”  
Shine through us, and be so in us, that every soul we come in contact with may feel your presence in our soul.  Let them look up and see no longer us, but only Jesus!  Amen.



For more information, see:
Sleeping with Bread, by D. Linn, M. Linn and S. Linn
[bookmark: _GoBack]Connecting Like Jesus, by T. Campolo and M. Darling
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