Bible Readings:John 10: 1 – 10, Psalm 23,  1 Peter 2: 19 - 25

Sermon:  Security, addiction and freedom

Despite the fact that we live in the city

the images of sheep and the good shepherd are very powerful.

There is a very strong tradition within Christianity

of Jesus as the Good Shepherd,

and, historically, many of our songs have picked up on this.

The 23rd Psalm remains a firm favourite as it evokes

images of nourishment and rest and security.

Perhaps because we live in the city

these images have a particularly strong pull?

Sometimes our lives seem so far removed from 

true nourishment and sufficient rest

that we long for them in a way that is almost wistful.

When we picture sheep and shepherds

perhaps we remember the hills of our childhood,

or holidays in the country

or the pet lambs we fed.

Maybe sheep and shepherds remind us of home

and all the good things of home.

On the other hand we need to beware of

the deceit of romanticism.

Were we to sell up and move out of the city

we would take our own selves with us.

Not only that, but we would swap the demands of the city 
for the demands of the countryside.

Disillusionment is often the bitter pill of many 

who shift onto a lifestyle block.

Nevertheless, the pull is there:

Green pastures promise greater health and happiness

than grey pavements.

Picnics by the waterhole in the river offer greater solace 

than the hurried lives many of us feel compelled to lead.

And so we hope.

When we hear again the images of green pastures 

and a good shepherd, 

our spirits reach out once more.

We yearn for the abundant life that Jesus came to give.

Today I want us to think for a little while some of the things 

that rob us of that abundant life.

And I want us to explore something of our addictions, 

or those things on which we find ourselves dependent.

These things can often act like thieves.
They steal from us and leave us disappointed.

I am using ‘addiction’ in a loose sense to mean 

those things which we use 

and on which we are unhealthily dependent 

for temporary relief or pleasure;

those things which we know are not ultimately good for us,

particularly in the way we make use of them,

but which seem to have a hold over us.

Addictions or dependencies promise us pleasure if not life
and we’re hooked on those promises.

Certainly on a temporary basis they do often seem to deliver!

That’s why we get hooked on them.

Short-term pleasure is better than no pleasure at all.

The unfortunate thing about feeding addictions 

or unhealthy dependencies

is that in the long-term they are anti-life.

Ultimately addictions destroy.

There are some obvious addictions:

Drugs: legal and illegal; Alcohol,  Nicotine,  Gambling.

In the last few years we have become aware 

of the possibility of being addicted to 

carbohydrates, fats, and sugars.

Pornography can be addictive.

What begins as an occasional illicit pleasure

can take over and get a grip on us so that we seem helpless against it.

Therapists tell us that there are 

a whole range of relationship addictions 

that we mistakenly engage in as we search for pleasure

and as we try to enjoy life to the full.

The exercise junkie who is addicted to adrenalin 
could be as much an addict as the alcoholic,

or the shopaholic whose retail therapy 

is actually way out of control.

Many of us don’t need a therapist to tell us about the possible variations on the addictive theme.

We are only too well aware of the family member

who goes through one partner after the other;

and we’re all too aware of the magazine 

that we came across accidentally,
or that we ourselves had hidden 

hoping that it wouldn’t be found.

Others of us tell ourselves that next time we’re stressed 

we’ll do something sensible.

Next time we’ll go for a walk,

But just for this one last time 

we’ll have a couple of drinks to help us forget,

or we’ll eat this last packet of chocolate biscuits 

to help us feel better.

In one way or another evidence of addictions are all around us.

Some of us are fortunate enough 

to know them from observation only.

We are not workaholics ourselves,

but we see the danger in a colleague or a friend 

who cannot let go of work, 

but seems to use work to soothe what would

otherwise be rampant anxiety.

All these things, and many others, rob us of life.

We are deceived by them.

They promise us satisfaction but the satisfaction is very shortlived.

Soon we need another fix.

· What is it that we really need?

· And what will deliver us true satisfaction?

It’s important that we address this question with ruthless honesty.

It’s too easy to believe our own version of the ultimate solution:

“I’ll stop gambling when I get a wind-fall.” 

“I’ll stop working crazy hours when the mortgage is paid off.”

“I won’t need the alcohol or the carbs once my relationship difficulties are all over and things are sorted.”

The trouble with this kind of final solution thinking

Is two-fold:

Firstly, the goal posts keep shifting.

And secondly, there never is a final solution.

When we achieve what we thought was our final solution

we find we are still not satisfied,

And anyway,

by then we’re hooked on our dependency.

Our bodies continue to crave the adrenalin 

or the nicotein 

or whatever it has grown used to 

being soothed with or excited by.

So we’re back to the questions:

· What is it that we really need?

· And what will deliver us true satisfaction?

The answer lies much more deeply 

in the structure of our personhood 

than our addictions would have us believe.

The answer lies in hearing the call out and away 

from the self that is addicted

into the freedom of the self who is in Christ.

It is that freedom that addresses our real security issues.

In Christ our very self is united to God who is the source of life.

In Christ the deep things of our personhood are reconciled 

both to the Creator

and to his creation purposes for us.

Instead of reaching for another three hours of work 

in the hope of feeling fulfilled, satisfied, and in control

might we reach out to God, 

asking, “what is the thing that is truly necessary?”

Instead of arriving home and going straight for 

the drink or the carbohydrates or the television

might we stop and ask ourselves what is it 

that we really crave deep down.

Might it be time to stop giving ourselves our usual ‘fix’

and start tuning into what is on offer through Christ?

If the Lord is my shepherd

what does that mean next time I feel the need for some quick pleasurable relief?

It certainly doesn’t mean that I have to live the life of an ascetic.

God created the whole person, including the body.

But the whole person is created to be whole((
not to allow thieves and robbers 

to destroy body and soul through unhealthy dependencies.

Often we need the support of friends and family if we decide to give up something we’ve become dependent on.

In some cases a support group is helpful.

Professional support from a doctor or a counsellor or therapist 

might also be useful.

Any of these people can help us as we begin to honestly name the true needs of love, or security, or acceptance, or fulfilment.

All these people help us name our real needs they are gifts to us.  We thank God for them.

And the greatest gift of all is the One 

through whom destructive patterns were broken,

and through whom the way was opened for us 

to enter into a new way of being human.
Jesus said,

“I am the gate.  Whoever enters by me will be saved,

and will come in and out and find pasture.

The thief only comes to steal and kill and destroy.

I came that they may have life

And have it abundantly.”

It may be that some of you recognise that the time has come

to address an issue in your own life.

If that decision and action needs a bit of support 

to get it off the ground

your minister would be happy to meet with you.

We would count it a privilege to listen and to pray with you, 

and to point you in the direction of any other help you might need.

In the meantime please join with me in a prayer 

written by John Mossi.

It is called Serenity, and it has a refrain and a response which is printed in your order of service.

Please join in the bold type.

Serenity

(Extract from Canticles and Gathering Prayers, John P Mossie, Suzanne Toolan,  

Winona, Minnesota: Saint Mary’s Press Christian Brothers Publications 1989)

“Healing One,

We seek deliverance from those dependencies or addictions 

that are unhealthy,

those obvious and those most subtle.

Anoint us with your serenity,

for we desire to walk freely in peace.

Healing One, breathe forth your Spirit,

that we may know your freedom and peace.

Loving God, We want our lives back!

Ransom us from our fears; free us from our illusions;

and redeem our hearts from the bondage of shame.

For somewhere along the way

we’ve misplaced our very selves

and tried to fill the void with false hopes or no hopes

and we desire more than this!

Healing One, breathe forth your Spirit,

that we may know your freedom and peace.

Come, Beloved, and guide us home.

For the strange lands of our escaping

do not ease our hunger.

Memories do not keep a safe distance,

and pain breaks every promise to depart.

You know the wounds of our idolatry,

(you whose love keeps honest vigil in our soul(
We have tried as often to replace you as to replace ourselves.
Healing One, breathe forth your Spirit,

that we may know your freedom and peace.

Healing One, send forth the breath of your Spirit

to blow out the dust of our delusions

and fill our hollow hearts again with hope.

Recreate in us(us.
For we ask to be nothing else than that lover 

you once lured into life.

Embrace us with honesty,

comfort us with understanding,

shelter us with serenity,

and welcome us back home to ourselves

and to you.

Healing One, breathe forth your Spirit,

that we may know your freedom and peace.

We pray in the name of Jesus Christ, The Good Shepherd,

In whose name we have true security,  Amen.

