Go Away From Me, Lord!

Punchline: When we are amazed by the Lord, we often feel like we cannot accept God’s grace – that we are so bad that God’s goodness cannot save us.

I heard another preacher use this illustration, but I liked it so I’m going to borrow it:  He said that sometimes when he served communion, he would see someone in the congregation who was baptized and was eligible to take communion sit in their pew and not come up to the table to take it.  He would approach them after the service and say, “You know, I noticed that you didn’t take communion today.”  And the person would say, “Well, I just didn’t feel worthy today.  I did some bad stuff this week and earlier this month and I didn’t feel like I deserved to come to the table.”  And the pastor would say, “Do you think one day you feel worthy to take communion?”  And the person would say, “Yes, one day.”  And the pastor would say, “Well, on that day, come to my office first and I will convince you that you’re not.”

Like the person in this communion story, when we really truly understand who Jesus is and what Jesus did for us, we realize we are unworthy <Slide>.  When we remember that God was born on earth in a dirty, smelly, manger, lived a human life full of challenges and insults and was rejected even in his home town, taught disciples and followers who never seemed to get it, suffered beatings, persecution, and execution on the cross where he was deserted by his best friend, only to rise and ascend into heaven to forgive the very people who had betrayed and killed him…and then we look at our lives full of selfishness, bickering and division, doubt and confusion, apathy and ignorance, self-righteousness and judgment – we realize how completely and totally unworthy we are of what God has done for us. 
Do you ever have moments like this?  When we are so ashamed of what you have done that you say “Go away from me, Lord, for I am a sinful person?”  Where it’s hard to pray or read scripture because you just feel so dirty.  I know I do.  When I have messed up and I know it, I find it particularly hard to even approach God.  Just the thought of being in God’s presence makes me feel sick to my stomach.  I feel unclean, unworthy, and ashamed.  It feels wrong to pray at all, let alone to ask for God’s grace and forgiveness.  In those times, my instinct is to turn away from God rather than to turn towards God.  And when it’s really bad, sometimes I wonder if God will forgive me at all.  Sometimes I wonder if I am so broken that even God cannot fix me; if I have done something so wrong that even God cannot forgive it; if God’s promises are for everyone but me.
In our passage this morning, Simon Peter has one of these moments: <Slide>
Jesus tells Simon (who will later be called Simon) to let down his nets in the middle of the day, even though they’d been fishing all night and hadn’t caught a single thing.  Of course, they have a great catch and when they see all the fish, the text says they were amazed, but Simon falls down at Jesus’ feet and says, “Go away from me Lord, for I am a sinful man.”

Can you imagine what it must have been like for Simon?  To realize after having spent a whole day with Jesus that he was a prophet or a messenger of God?  Or maybe he was even the messiah and the son of God?  I bet Simon’s mind immediately flashed back to all the embarrassing things he’d done in Jesus’ presence.  The time he picked his nose, the jokes he’d made, the Jewish laws he’d broken – can you imagine his embarrassment?  And then to think of all the things he had done his whole life – the lustful thoughts, the resentments and greed – all the lies he told, all the people he’d hurt, all the selfish things he’d done or said.  It must have hit him like a truck…he immediately felt inadequate and unworthy, dirty and ashamed.  

And so his natural response is to tell Jesus to go away.  He says, “Go away from me Lord, for I am a sinful man.”  Blinded by his shame, he could not see how Jesus could love him, use him, or even be near him.
But of course Jesus did already know all of Simon’s sin and loved him anyway.  We know that grace covers all sin and is unconditional and we know that Jesus loved Simon in spite of all his shortcomings.  However, Jesus’ solution was not to try to argue with Simon to make him understand free grace.  Jesus’ solution was not to tell convince Simon that he needed to forgive himself. <Slide>  Jesus says two things: “Do not be afraid.” And “You will be catching people.”

Shame is actually just a type of fear: the fear that “If you really knew everything about me, you would not love me.”  Jesus says, “Do not be afraid.” <click>  Jesus did know every thing about Simon and God does know everything about us and yet God loves us anyway.  We do not have to fear that God will ever turn away from us.
And Jesus says, “You will be catching people.”  <Click> Jesus gives Simon a way to be fulfilled and to be transformed.  As human beings, we do not overcome shame in our brains or even in our hearts – we overcome shame by living a new way.  By accepting the help we need and by receiving what God freely offers – the chance to become a new creation.  Too often we try to earn what is free, but Jesus here tells Simon that this new way is completely and totally free – he doesn’t have to earn it, he doesn’t have to make the grade, he doesn’t have to live up to a certain standard.   Jesus freely offers Simon a new identity and a new life – and Simon leaves everything including his shame and his old ways and follows.
Brothers and sisters, if shame is getting in the way of your relationship with God, do not be afraid.  God already knows everything there is to know about us – when we pick our noses, when we ignore those in need, when we covet and resent, when we have lustful thoughts, when we are greedy, when we are judgmental and when out a stumbling block in front of our fellows…God know it all and God loves us.  Do not presume that you know what you deserve better than God does.  Do not presume that your sin is bigger than God’s grace.  Do not presume that your brokenness is greater than God’s ability to make things whole.  Do not presume that if God really knew you or because God really knows you, there is no way he can love you.  God is God and we are not.  Grace is offered freely and we have the chance to receive it freely.  Not by earning, not by performing or achieving, not by deserving, but simply by freely receiving.  Receive God’s grace and become a new creation.  Seek the help that you need, share your secrets with people you trust, pray for transformation with boldness and courage.  Remember that God loves us just the way we are and God loves us enough to not let us stay this way.  Know that God loves you, know that God will use you in your brokenness, and know that in Christ, God will make you whole.
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