“The Helium God”

John 15:9-17

9 As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you. Now remain in my love. 10 If
you keep my commands, you will remain in my love, just as I have kept my Father’s
commands and remain in His love. 11 I have told you this so that my joy may be in you
and that your joy may be complete. 12 My command is this: Love each other as I have
loved you. 13 Greater love has no one than this: to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.
14 You are my friends if you do what I command. 15 I no longer call you servants,
because servants do not know their master’s business. Instead, I have called you friends,
for everything that I learned from my Father I have made known to you. 16 You did not
choose me, but I chose you and appointed you so that you might go and bear fruit—fruit
that will last—and so that whatever you ask in my name the Father will give you. 17
This is my command: Love each other.

How many of you have heard the term, “Helicopter Mom or Dad?” (raise hands)
A helicopter parent is one who is constantly hovering over their child, always buzzing
around, controlling, interfering, correcting, manipulating, micro-managing and making
sure no one is doing anything that isn’t perfect for their child.

I’'m sure it is no surprise to any of you that technology is slowly invading our
privacy. For some of you, there is nothing slow about it. But now many schools have
live video feeds from the classroom. One woman enthusiastically writes on Facebook,
“Oh my gosh, I am so proud of my daughter. I am so in love with this girl of mine.
Proud Mommy Moment.” What is she talking about? She had just checked in on her
daughter in school via the webcam. There was a little girl sitting in the corner, by
herself, with her head down. I watched my daughter get up from the group she was
playing with, and walk over to check on the little girl. She talked to her for a minute,
gave her a hug, then took her over to the big group of kids, and encouraged her to play
with everyone.”

Now being proud of your child is not anything new. But the particular way she
observed her daughter’s behavior is. She simply turned on her computer and watched
the live feed from the classroom. Electronic technology has rendered classroom walls
strangely transparent. A new generation of parents relies on technology to shadow their
offspring. These video feeds are becoming more and more prevalent. Some daycare
centers use this tool, and it’s also being used on school buses in some areas. Parents can
check in on their children at almost any time of the day. Right now as we go through
this Pandemic, with the “stay-at-home order” parents can’t get away from their children
and children can’t get away from their parents.

Now this always being there can either be a loving gesture or a hovering gesture —
or maybe both. For some people, video in the classroom, is yet another tool in the hands
of the “helicopter parent.” This is the Mom or Dad who’s always hovering and buzzing
around. But wait! Are we REALLY criticizing parents on Mother’s Day! NO! What




we want to do is honor Moms but also honor God! That’s why you have to wonder if
most people think of God as a “helicopter parent” always buzzing around controlling
and interfering in our lives?

Rabbi David Wolpe of the Los Angeles Sinai Temple proposes a new variation, a
new way to think of how God relates with us. For some people who have grown up
under a “helicopter parent” they tend to think God is the same way, “Always
micromanaging, interfering, and taking away freedoms.” But that is not helpful and it is
just plain not true! This new idea that Rabbi Wolpe has is what he calls a “hand-on-the-
string” mom or “hand-on-the-string God”. Instead of being a “helicopter parent” we
should follow God’s example and be a “helium parent.” We should hold on to our
children as a child holds a bunch of balloons. Let them rise, float on their own, but keep
a grasp on the string so that they do not float away to unknown parts. The time will
come when we need to release the balloon, but in the meantime, instead of hovering
from above, we should be holding lightly from below. Think of it as parental string
theory.” We should be raising our kids up, not hovering over them to control them.

Almost every one of us when our child leaves, probably never to live at home for
any extended length of time again, whether they leave for college, for a job, or to move
in with their spouse ... we cry. But think about how much different parenting like
holding lightly from below is versus hovering over parenting. The outcome of, ... let’s
call it “hand on the string” or “Helium” parenting is very different than the outcome of
the “helicopter” style of parenting. “So often we forget that we are not trying to create
‘good kids,” but competent, loving and kind adults. Self-reliance is the fruit of practice,
nurtured by failure, encouraged by appropriate risk. Coddle a kid and you get a coddled
kid, self-absorbed, entitled kid. Let them soar and you get an adult.”

Now, think of God as a parent. What if, instead of talking about kids in schools or
homes, we are talking about ourselves? And what if the parent/educator is not a teacher
or parent, ...but God? What sort of parental oversight do we prefer the Almighty God
to exercise over us? He is supposed to be Lord of our life. But some people thinking he
wants to be a helicopter parent shoot him down or deny (by our actions) His existence!

Admit it, some of us are inclined to visualize God as the consummate helicopter
parent: always hovering overhead, training the spotlight on us to highlight our misdeeds.
This is a stern, judgmental ruler, the ultimate micro-manager: surveying our lives with
disapproval, swift to hand out punishment. Some of us think of God as hovering over us
just waiting for us to make a mistake so he can swoop in and punish us. Ken Davis in
his talk on Moses titled “A Wimpy Prophet, A Butane Bush and No Excuses,” talks
about people thinking of God as someone who doesn’t like us to have fun. He expresses
it like this: Behold, God talks like this and stands like this, I’ve seen it in pictures.
Behold, Pastor Rick haveth fun... NO!

But I believe that God relates to us in a very different way! What if God is more
like Rabbi Wolpe’s concept of God? What if God holds gently to the end of a string as
we dance on the wind-currents? What if our God is a “Helium God” lifting us up on




eagle’s wings, letting us soar, carrying us through the times when life pops our
balloons? Thankfully, God doesn’t seem all that interested in micro-managing our lives.
To the contrary, the Lord seems content to leave us alone for long periods, with only the
lightest of tugs on the balloon string. Sometimes that touch is imperceptible, barely
there. At other times --- episodes of trouble or temptation, in particular — we may
suddenly feel a strong pull on the line, calling us back into closer relationship. Truth is,
our text from the gospel of John chapter 15 tells us how God mother’s us. It tells us how
God wants to take care of us ... with love.

1 John tells us that God is love. What does John chapter 15 and verses 9-17 tell us
about this love?

First it tells us that this love is specific to you. It is specific to me. Verse 16 reads,
“You did not choose me but I chose you.” We love it when mom chooses us, singles us
out for some love and praise. Jesus says that we, too, were chosen by him, even as God
chose Jesus. We learn to love by watching Jesus. He chooses us. We see His
unconditional love for all and we are challenged. A popular captioned image on
Facebook is the “one-job fail.” The picture shows some glaring mistake. In one such
picture there’s a painted yellow line on the road that goes straight for a while and then
starts zigzagging from one side of the road to the other. The caption reads, “You had
one job ...” (The implication of course, is that the driver of the line-painting truck had
one job to do and failed miserably).

In another captioned image you see two halves of a bridge under construction.
They don’t meet in the middle. “You had one job ...” Yet another shows a kitten curled
up asleep beside a pet rat, also sleeping. The caption reads: “You had one job, cat ...”

John chapter 15 describes one job the Lord assigns to us all: “This is my
commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you.” The commandment 1s
simple enough ... to explain, but so much harder to live out. How many “one-job” fails
do we rack up in a single day, when it comes to Jesus’ great love-commandment? None
of us would care to have that particular image go viral across the internet with our name
attached. Yet, in all honesty, we’ve got to admit we do often fail when it comes to
exercising selfless love. We do so not only with strangers but even with those whom
Christ calls us to love in very particular ways: our spouse, our family and friends.

That brings me to the second thing about this love God calls us to. It gives us a
job to do. Do you remember when you felt excited to work side by side with your Mom
or your Dad? Whether it was helping to bake some cookies or to put your finger in the
string when she was tying a knot on some package, it didn’t matter, because we were
Mommas little helper, or Daddy’s little helper. We didn’t necessarily like doing our
chores but we did them because we knew we should and Mom asked us to. God loves
us in the same way. We are tasked with helping God with the chore of loving people.
We are also called to “bear fruit — fruit that will last.”

God’s love is a love in which we must remain. Verse 9 reads, “Now remain in
my love.” Jesus says we remain in His love when we obey His commands in verse 10.




So, in one sense, God’s love is conditional. Mom loved us this way, too. We remained
in her love as long as we weren’t terribly bad. And she knew when we were bad, no
matter how hard we tried to conceal it. How do Mom’s do that, just look into your eyes
and know exactly if you are lying or not? And we felt badly when we knew that she
knew that we were bad/naughty. But on the other hand, there is a sense in which we can
never be outside of God’s love, even as we were never outside of mom’s love. Yes, she
got very angry with us. Yes we exasperated her on many occasions. Yes, she had to put
us in time out or give us a swift swat or kick in the rear. But we were always in her love.

The science lesson in the elementary school classroom that day was about
magnets. The word magnet has six letters. So the teacher began with the simple
question, “My name starts with M, I have six letters, and I am always picking something
up. What am I? A hand started waving in the front row. The teacher gave a nod and
the little boy answered quickly: “I know — you’re a mother! Well, he had the six letters
right and most Moms are always picking up stuff ... like messes.

Just like we always know our Mom and/or Dad love us, we can know that we are
always in the love of God. It tells us in the book of Romans chapter 8 and verses 35 to
39 that there is nothing that can separate us from the love of God. Neither death, nor
life, trouble, hardship or persecution, or famine, or nakedness or danger or sword.
Neither angels, nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither
height nor depth, nor anything in all creation will be able to separate us from the love of
God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.

And this love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord is sacrificial as well. “No
one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.” When we think
about all that our parents did for us, well ... it’s amazing. Is God’s love any less? On the
contrary, God’s love is infinitely greater. God in the person of Jesus Christ lay down His
life for us? God’s love for us is absolutely without condition and without limit. But we
are asked, out of gratitude for this love, not because there will be consequences if we
don’t, to follow His commands and seek to become more like Jesus. That looks like
loving others as Christ loves us. All of this is suggestive, not of a helicopter god, but a
helium God, a God whose hand is on the string. We may feel a tug at times. We sense
the slack. But we always know God’s hand is there! God never lets go!

The relationship we have with our moms — our parents indeed, to any parental
figure in our lives—is complex. This is no less true of our relationship with God, a
relationship based on love, requiring a firm, but gentle, hand on the balloon line.

Our spiritual relationship with God is often experienced in similar ways. At times
we may feel God hovering and at other times we may feel the hand on the string, gently
letting us rise.

In any case, on Mother’s Day, we give thanks for those people in our lives who
have been willing to make a sacrifice for us and for our sake. Thank God for His
coming to earth as a baby, showing us what a perfect life looks like. Thank God for




sending that Son, Jesus Christ, to die for us, to shed His blood for us, to cover our sins
and grant us complete access to God’s love, mercy, grace, forgiveness, and freedom!

To honor our parents and to honor God we need to reflect their love to others. To
reflect love is to take it in and then shine it toward others. We are called to be mirrors,
receiving the light of love and then letting others see that light in our image and project
that light outward on to all the people God puts in our lives.

Now I realize that some of you didn’t have great Moms and some of you didn’t
have great Dads and some of you are or were raised by your grandparents. I pray that
you grew up knowing love in some positive way. I have a friend who learned about love
from one of his teachers. Some of us learn love from those who adopted us. What really
matters, is that we realize that God sent His Son. His Son, Jesus Christ, experienced life
in every way as a baby, a child, a teenager, and as a man. Jesus death on the cross paid
the debt we owed that now we are welcomed into His family. The family of God offers
today to adopt you! Isn’t that awesome. If you have received Jesus Christ as your Lord
and Savior and seek in every way to live His way, then you are part of the family. God
adopts each and every one of us fully into His family and treats us in every way just like
one of His kids. God’s love for us is perfect. We are called to reflect that love to others.
That is what we call the GREAT COMMANDMENTS: to love the Lord your God with
all your heart, mind, soul and strength and to love your neighbor as yourself. We are
enabled to do that because God first loves us by choosing us, giving us a job to do,
making that love unconditional and without limit and sacrificial.

May God, by the power of the Holy Spirit help us to keep on, keeping on learning
what it means to love Him and love one another! If we are part of His family it is a non-
negotiable. No one who hates His brother can claim that he is God’s child. May we
forgive others as we are forgiven by God. Let’s reflect the love of God, demonstrated by
Jesus, by the power of the Holy Spirit to all that God puts in our path.

Let’s pray .... Gracious God, in your eternal and divine wisdom you made us
for relationship, and we celebrate the people you have brought into our lives,
especially our mothers. For all those who teach us to love, we praise you. For those
who inspire us to be generous, just and kind, we thank you. For those who nurture
our relationship with you, we rejoice. And, for those who disappoint us, we ask for
grace to be compassionate and forgiving. In all our relationships may we live the
truth of your love for us, which knows no bounds. ..Amen.
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Sermon Notes for “The Helium God” based on John 15: 9-17
Given at Voice of Hope Church on May 8, 2016
Mother’s Day

There is a big difference between “helicopter parents,” and “Helium Parents.”

Are we okay with God “mothering” us?

God loves us in a “hand on the string” say. His love is specific to you. Verse
16 “You did not choose me but I chose you.”

God’s love gives us a job to do.

God’s Love is something we can lean into, enjoy, and in which we can remain.

God’s love for us is sacrificial. Our God is a helium God.

On Mother’s Day we give thanks for those people in our lives who have been
willing to sacrifice for us.

What are you going to do about it? Let’s reflect this love to the people around
us. Please write down one concrete way that you can reflect God’s
unconditional love to the people around you?




