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Holy Prying
INTRODUCTION - Don’t Pry!

It’s wrong to pry.  Right?  Mind your own business!  People don’t need to know my business!  Let the poor thing have her privacy, for God’s sake!  These are all part of the wisdom of our culture.  And yet, it seems to be okay for some people to pry.  Lawyers - when they have someone on the witness stand who has sworn to tell the truth - can pry.  Who else?  Well, a doctor, when she or he is trying to get more information that might help them land on a diagnosis.  Therapists and counselors have a license to pry, I suppose.  And journalists - how can you be a good investigative reporter if you are not willing to pry?  Spies - they can pry. Insurance companies pry.  Anyone else?  So it’s not cool to pry, but in some cases it is okay to pry.

Hmmm...

SITUATION - Philip and the Ethiopian eunuch

Philip, one of the “original seven” deacons in the church (according to Acts 6:1-6), was walking along the road that goes from Jerusalem to Gaza, because he’d been directed to do so by an angel.  And we are told that an Ethiopian eunuch, a high official in Queen Candace’s court, was on his way back from worshiping in Jerusalem, sitting in his chariot, reading from the prophet Isaiah... and minding his own business. And then the Spirit said to Philip - and I quote: “Go over to this chariot and join it.” (Acts 8:29) In other words, the Holy Spirit told him to go get involved with a total stranger. Now if it were me, 90% of the time I would say, “Wait.  What, Lord?  Do what?”  Philip didn’t do that. He ran up to the chariot, and that’s when he heard the man reading from Isaiah.  It was actually quite customary for people to read out loud in those days.  Philip knew the scriptures.  Isaiah held a prominent place in the early Christian church, with all its prophecies that seemed to describe the suffering of Jesus.  He undoubtedly recognized the passage that the man was reading.  (Just as if I were sitting on a bench at a bus stop, reading aloud, “The Lord is my shepherd.  I shall not be in want...”, and you overhead me, you might say, “Oh, the 23rd Psalm!”) Philip asked, “Do you understand what you are reading?” 

Okay, he is officially prying at this point.  And he didn’t know how the man would respond.  And guess what?  The man said, “How can I, unless someone guides me?”  This Ethiopian eunuch is a model for us of what it looks like to being open to learning, and open to receiving help. 

So the eunuch and Philip discussed the passage, the eunuch asked a question, Philip started proclaiming “the good news about Jesus”, some water appeared in the middle of the wilderness, the man asked to be baptized, Philip and the eunuch waded into the water, Philip baptized him, the man came up out of the water, and “the Spirit of the Lord snatched Philip away.”  Is that the end of the story?  Well, no.  Philip traveled to other places, proclaiming the good news wherever he went.  And the Ethiopian, who “went on his way rejoicing”, presumably spread the news of what had happened to him when he got back to Ethiopia, and the Christian church grew.

So this is an example of the good that can come from prying.  We might call it holy prying.

COMPLICATION - Prying for what purpose?

So maybe the issue with respect to prying comes down to this:  Why are we prying?  One of the definitions of “pry” I came across was “to inquire too closely into a person’s private affairs.”  So - are we prying just to find out something about someone that they want to keep private?  Or... are we prying because we are drawn to someone and want to get to know him/her better?  Are we prying because we are hoping to discover some juicy tidbit so that we can spread some gossip?  Or are we prying to determine if someone is open to hearing some good news that we want to share?

What is the purpose of our prying?  Is it based in love and concern and wanting to make a deeper connection with someone?  Or is there some kind of malicious or less-than-honorable intent?

And then we run up against what we might call “reverse prying” - that is, asking for help.  We have cultural norms around that, too.  I can figure this out myself!  I’ll look stupid if I ask for help!  I should already know if Isaiah is describing himself... or the nation of Israel... or someone else in this passage.  I am 60 years old, and I should know how to do this by now!  It is embarrassing to ask for help!

And yet, how can we give unless there is someone to receive?  And how can relationships be mutual if one person is always giving and the other person is always receiving? (They can’t.)  And what about the fact that Jesus modeled for us both giving (all the miracles and healings and teaching) AND receiving (letting Mary anoint him, the women who funded his ministry, all the meals he received from others, etc.).

“He came to what was his own, and his own people did not accept him.  But to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God, who were born.... of God.  From his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace.” (John 1:11-13, 16)

Asking for help and receiving what others can give - this is reverse prying, the flip side of prying.  The giving and receiving cycle doesn’t work and the community is not healthy unless there are givers and receivers, unless everyone is a giver and everyone is a receiver, in the very same way that everyone is a teacher and everyone is a learner. 

GOOD NEWS

Because Philip heeded the Spirit’s direction to pry, the good news of Jesus, the good news of God’s love for all people, reached Ethiopia.  The good news is that there is such a thing as holy prying.  God wants us to make the connections that are the best kinds of connections - the kind that enhance life, the kinds where people are reconciled, the kinds where the lost are found, the poor are seen and heard and blessed, the kind where the blind see and the deaf hear and the unclean or the un-whole (think eunuchs, for example) are told that they are whole and worthy, and - indeed - children of God.

Your Vestry has identified four key words that we feel describe our community.  They are welcome, connect, restore, and serve.  There can be some overlap in these words, in the same way that when Philip connected with the Ethiopian, he also served him.

Jesus says connection is at the very heart of our relationship to him:  “Just as the branch cannot bear fruit unless it abides in the vine, neither can you unless you abide in me.  I am the vine, you are the branches.  Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit, because apart from me you can do nothing.” (John 15:4b-5)

Philip’s life bore fruit because he was connected to the Spirit.  And the Spirit led him - by voice if not by hand - to be connected to his fellow human being.  Two men who, in those first few moments, were strangers to each other - by the power of God and their mutual openness - had a heart-to-heart, life-changing connection.

NEW BEHAVIOR - Practice holy prying

If we want to bear fruit in our lives, we must abide in the Vine, we must seek ongoing connection with Jesus and with the Holy Spirit.  And when we do that, we must also recognize that Jesus has promised to send us out, and that, with the Spirit’s help, we are being called to engage in some holy prying.

So perhaps we can get really good at asking certain kinds of questions that fit with holy prying.  Perhaps we can ask each other, on a more regular basis:

· Are you feeling the absence or presence of God in your life right now?
· Are there any current “highs” in your journey with Christ?  Tell me about those.
· Are there any current “lows” in your journey with Christ?  Tell me about those.
· How can I best pray for you?
· What is the riskiest thing you have done lately on behalf of Christ?
· What do you hear or feel the Spirit nudging you to do right now?
· What have you been reading lately, and how is that impacting your life?
· Are you having any fun? What is fun for you?
· What are you passionate about?
· What are you doing right now that feels really creative?
· What is your favorite way to relax and renew?
· What is your favorite way to pray?
· How are things going in your family, and how is God showing up in your family?
CONCLUSION

Has anyone been prying into your life lately?  Have you been doing any prying of your own?  Have you asked for any help in the past week? Does it feel like any of that prying - whether you are on the receiving end of it or the initiating end of it - is being led by the Spirit?

The Spirit said to Philip, “Go over to this chariot and join it.”  And it looks to me like neither Philip nor the Ethiopian eunuch were ever the same again.

