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INTROVERTS UNITED!

According to the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, I am an introvert. Many don’t believe it, however. Becky says that my epitaph will read, “He said he was an introvert!” If you think introverts are unfriendly, very quiet, and off to themselves all the time, then I and most introverts do not fit that label. 
The Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) does not categorize people as “good” or “bad” but is a questionnaire designed to measure psychological preferences in how people perceive the world and make decisions. The psychologist Carl G. Jung first distinguished extroverts and introverts. Introverts are not necessarily unfriendly but differ in how they store energy. Very simply, introverts renew their energy by being alone and extroverts are energized when they are around other people. Introverts live in an extroverted world, so we function socially as extroverts, but it sure takes a lot of energy to work against our natural inclinations! That’s why I need a nap every Sunday afternoon. I’m an exhausted introvert living in an extroverted world!


I have found that churches are full of introverts. In one church we tested over 100 members for the personality inventory and then asked the introverts and extroverts to go to different sides of the fellowship hall. We had a wall of people on one side of the room and one table of about seven extroverts on the other side. The extroverts, of course, began talking and visiting immediately! They probably didn’t notice us introverts because we were huddled separately on the other side of the room!

We asked Peggy Sykes to offer our “Thanks for Community” today because she says she is an introvert. Let’s see the makeup of Vienna Baptist. If you consider yourself an extrovert, please stand up while we introverts squirm in our seats. Very interesting result, don’t you think?  


What I have found in the churches where we have been members is that even the introverts can be friendly to other members and to guests who visit us. Why is that? I think introverts unite in church because we have a common bond. Something has happened to all of us which unites us. And that something is told in our Bible stories today. 

SALVATION ON A STICK


We have heard today one of the most recognized verse of scriptures in the Bible. For those of us who were expected to memorize Scripture and to quote it on command in a church class, the most-used verse was John 11:35: Jesus wept. The other most-memorized verse of scripture also comes from John--John 3:16. Say it with me in the King James Version: For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life. 


You see “John 3:16 signs at sports events. I think someone needs to take a sign “Luke 23:34” to the Washington Wizards games.  Do you know what that text says? Luke 23:34 reads, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.”
Do you know what verses precede John 3:16? In John 3 a Pharisee named Nicodemus, a leader of the Jews, comes to Jesus by night and affirms, “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who has come from God.” (3:2). In the conversation Nicodemus does not understand Jesus’ message. At one point Jesus says, “If I have told you [plural] about earthly things and you do not believe, how can you believe if I tell you about heavenly things? (3:12).  Then Jesus says, “And just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, that whoever believes in him may have eternal life. (3:14-15). Jesus is recalling a story from the book of Numbers. 

We don’t read the book of Numbers much, because we think that it’s only about numbers, and the first few chapters are pretty boring stuff. Our title is Numbers, but books in the Hebrew Bible are known by a word in the first sentence, and the fourth word in the first sentence is "bemidbar,” meaning "in the wilderness”—The Lord spoke to Moses in the wilderness of Sinai.  The Hebrew name—In the Wilderness--better describes the contents of this book.

The book of Numbers reports a lot of grumbling and murmuring (isn’t that a great word—“murmuring?”) in the wilderness. We find six grumbling stories in Numbers 11-21 (11:1-3, 11:4-34, 13-14, 16-17, 20:1-3, 21:4-9), and 21:4-9 (which is our text for today)  is the last story about the people’s murmuring in the wilderness.  The people of Israel grumble about Yahweh and about Moses’ leadership:  “Why have you brought us up out of Egypt to die in the wilderness? For there is no food and no water, and we detest this miserable food” (21:5). Egypt, with it conscripted labor force and its terrible work conditions, is remembered only for its three square meals a day. So the text tells us that Yahweh sends fiery serpents--snakes that have a burning, hot bite. The fiery serpents are poisonous snakes which cause fatalities in the camp. Many of the people die. 

I struggle with this phrase, Then the LORD sent poisonous serpent among the people. You know that I do not agree with the theology that God sends bad things to people. You find plenty of that theology in the Hebrew Bible because they believe everything comes from the hand of God. This morning you see me hopping on one foot and trying to explain this verse of scripture. 


I do not doubt that poisonous snakes inhabited the wilderness and that people died from their bites. And I do not doubt that some of the pain and sickness comes when we refuse to follow God’s pattern for our lives and when we damage the covenant that God has established with us. My own interpretation is that the people suffered from these snakes because they were out of relationship with their leader, out of relationship with their God, and out of relationship with one another. Much of our pain and suffering comes from the way we keep hurting ourselves as we respond when bad things happen to us. Today’s text assumes that the people suffer because they have damaged their relationship with God. 


As they see family members die from snake bites, the people come to Moses and say, “We have sinned by speaking against the Lord and against you; pray to the Lord to take away the serpents from us.” (21:7). And here is the mark of a true leader: “And Moses prayed for the people.” The complaint was against Moses, Moses’ leadership, and Moses’ travel guide--Yahweh; yet Moses intercedes for the people. He prays for them! Moses is a leader.  He is still concerned for the salvation and safety of the people--even those who are complaining and arguing against him and his God. Moses does not lead according to public opinion polls or according to what will happen to him or according to how he feels at the moment.

On Thursday night President Obama told Jay Leno that he expects the American people to complain these days because that is the American way. The President also said America has become American Idol with all citizens resembling Simon Cowell! Moses the leader expects criticism and responds positively to it, even though he is surrounded by Simon Cowells! 


So Moses hears from Yahweh that he is to make a serpent of bronze and place it on a pole so that everyone who is bitten can look on the snake-on-a-stick and live. He does it, and the people are healed. Those who look upon the snake-on-a-stick live.


So Jesus, in his conversation with Nicodemus, compares himself  (the Son of Man) to a snake-on-a-stick. Just as Moses lifted up the serpent-on-a-stick in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, that whoever believes in him may have life—meaningful life. As the people looked upon the snake-on-a-stick and lived, so also will the people who look upon Jesus-on-a-stick will live.  


Notice that each person is asked to look on the snake-on-a-stick if she/he is to be healed. A father can’t look up at the stick for his daughter’s healing. A wife can’t look up at the stick for her husband’s healing. As Baptists we believe that no one can be faithful for you. If you wish to be healed, you need to look up at Jesus-on-a-stick yourself. Salvation comes individually to the Israelites and to us. 
SAVED THROUGH COMMUNITY


In his book, Life Together, Dietrich Bonhoeffer says, “Let the one who cannot be alone beware of community. . . . But the reverse is also true: Let the one who is not in community beware of being alone” (page 77). Introverts need community. So do extroverts. And the Bible continues to tell stories of individuals who become part of community because they have a common experience of being saved from something or someone. I just said a few minutes ago that this is the last recorded instance of grumbling in the wilderness. I wonder why. Perhaps this last saving experience formed them into a community by joining them together in a common experience. 


Perhaps a common saving experience has brought us individuals together this morning. I know my story but I don’t know much about yours. If we gathered today and told the stories of how we have been saved, healed, renewed and reborn, I imagine we would find more common elements than we would have predicted. I have heard that one of the good qualities of the Great Depression was that just about everyone experienced hard times. And today as we struggle with personal incomes and the national economy, we look around and discover that just about everyone is suffering financially during this time. We are all looking up at the snake-on-a-stick and the Jesus-on-a-stick and calling on our God to heal us. “Heal us, O Lord, of our fear, our greed, our lack of faith, of our bad decisions. Heal us and make us whole again!” Community is often formed out of individual salvation experiences.

The news media called it, Miracle on the Hudson. You remember, don’t you, that on January 15, 2009,  a flock of large birds knocked out both jet engines of Flight 1549 out of New York City? Capt. “Sully” Sullenberger III and his crew saved 155 lives by landing in the Hudson River. We still remember the photos of passengers and crew standing the wing of a sinking plane while all kinds of boats rescued them. No one died that day. 

One passenger said, “On the way down [which lasted only 90 seconds] we were praying and grabbing hands of those next to us.” Do you think they normally pray and grab hands at take off? I haven’t on any plane I’ve been on! What happened in those ninety seconds? Each person realized he/she needed a snake-on-a-stick. Each one saw his/her life flash before their eyes and imagined this was their last moment on earth. And this life-or-death crisis became a catalyst for community. 

On Monday, Feb. 9, the Good Morning America had passengers and crew on their show. One after another passenger thanked Capt. Sullenberger and the crew for being leaders during their crisis. When we are saved from possible destruction, we try as best we can to say, “Thank you!” That morning on the show Robin Roberts asked the passengers and crew, “Has it changed everything about every day?” And then she proclaimed, “All of you will be forever linked as one.”  


As individuals and as a community we are living in a time of crisis. The crisis may be around economic fears, an illness, or a spiritual quest. In a crisis, being saved as individuals can unite each of us—introvert or extrovert—into a community. I believe Jesus is looking at us gathered here today and says, “All of you will be forever linked as one.”  


As those linked by a common covenant, let us repeat a portion of that covenant now: We believe that the Church of Jesus Christ is called to live under His lordship and continue His ministry to the world.  We therefore covenant together as a local expression of His church . . . to fulfill our Christian vocation through the stewardship of life and possessions both within and beyond the congregation.
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