The 14th Sunday after Pentecost
August 17, 2008
Text:  Isaiah 56:1,6-8; Romans 11:1-2a,29-32; Matthew 15:10-28
Sanctify us in your Truth, O Lord; Your Word is Truth.

Today is a serendipity Sunday!  As we all know, I have just returned from a four-month sabbatical, the focus of which was all about the global mission of the church.  And just look at our Scripture texts for today, this 14th Sunday after Pentecost!  It’s all serendipity!  It’s all about the mission of the church to the whole world!
Our First Reading is from Isaiah, where the prophet extends God’s welcome to foreigners to come to the Jerusalem Temple.  And that’s a new message for Israel to hear!  After all, didn’t God single out tiny Israel from all the nations in the world?  After all, when the People of Israel came into the land of Canaan, weren’t they supposed to get rid of all the foreigners?

So these new words of the prophet Isaiah come as a shock:

The foreigners who join themselves to the Lord…these I will bring to my holy mountain, and make them joyful in my house of prayer; their burnt offerings and their sacrifices will be accepted on my altar.
Do you see how radically inclusive that is?  Foreigners will be welcome on the holy mountain of Zion, the hill where the Jerusalem Temple was built!  Oh, but that’s close enough, surely they shouldn’t get any closer!  No, Isaiah says, God will give them joy right in the temple!  But certainly only in the temple’s outer courts, perhaps?  No, Isaiah says they can bring their sacrifices right up to the altar!  

The prophet Isaiah proclaims God’s desire to include all people in his family.  And it’s not just our first reading that carries this theme.  Look at our Psalm for today, Psalm 67:

Let your way be known upon earth, your saving health among all nations…let all the peoples praise you.

Our Second Reading from Romans chapter 11 makes the same point.  This is the spot in Paul’s Letter to the Romans where he deals with his brother and sister Jews, and the fact that they have not received Jesus as the promised Messiah.  And so Paul asks:
I ask, then, has God rejected his people?  By no means!
One of the books I read this summer was a history of the King James Bible, written by Alister McGrath, and he mentions Paul’s frequent use of that phrase, by no means! – which appears many times in his letter to the church at Rome:
· Will their faithlessness nullify the faithfulness of God?  By no means!
· Should we continue in sin in order that grace may abound?  By no means!
Paul uses that phrase ten times in that small letter!  Alister McGrath says he loves the way an Oxford graduate student translated that phrase – and if you know English figures of speech, you’ll really like this:  not bloody likely!  Has God rejected his people the Jews?  Not bloody likely!

And then our Gospel reading has the story of Jesus healing the daughter of a foreigner, a persistent foreigner.  Now this story can be upsetting to us, because it appears as if Jesus is first saying No to her.  Martin Luther has a beautiful sermon on this passage, it’s all about “the deep and secret Yes that is hidden beneath and above Jesus’ No.”  And that is the final point of the story:  Jesus is not just for the lost sheep of the house of Israel; he is for all people, even this foreign Canaanite woman.
So do you see the marvelous serendipity of this day?  It is a marvelous opening for me to share some stories from my sabbatical about the global reach of the church of Jesus Christ.

In the year 1900 there were 10 million Christians in Africa; now there are 417 million Christians – more than half of Africa’s population is Christian!
When we were in Tanzania, we met with Bishop Thomas Laiser, Bishop of the Arusha diocese of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Tanzania.  Their church is now growing at the rate of 5 or 6% a year.  As of this past January, there are 4.6 million Lutheran Christians in Tanzania.

Do you know how many ELCA Lutherans there are in our country?  About 5 million!  And we are shrinking.  In just a matter of a few years, there will be more Lutherans in Tanzania – a country of 38 million people – than there are in our Evangelical Lutheran Church in America – in a country of 300 million people!

Today the center of global Christianity is rapidly moving south and east.  60% of Christians today live in Latin America, Africa, and Asia!  Have you read about the great growth of the Christian church in China?  According to a recent issue of the International Bulletin of Missionary Research – which happens to be published by the Overseas Ministries Study Center in New Haven, CT, where I spent three weeks this past spring – according to that newsletter, the church in China is now the fastest growing in the world, growing at the rate of 16,500 new believers every day!
Let me tell you a story about China, but first I have to introduce you to Paul Smith.  When I went to this Overseas Ministries Study Center, I was planning to stay in a single room, but Paul had a two-bedroom apartment there and wanted a roommate to share expenses…so I volunteered…and that, too, was a serendipity!  

What an amazing man Paul Smith is!  He’s probably in his 40’s, a magna cum laude graduate of Harvard in biology and physics, who went on to graduate school at Stanford, where he heard Jesus’ call for him to become a missionary to the poor in Los Angeles…which work he has now been doing for the past 15 years.

When Paul was at Stanford he was a part of a Christian group who reached out to Chinese graduate students.  Paul tells the story about the evening when he was speaking, and a Chinese female graduate student came to hear him speak.  Afterwards he found out that when she was 7 or 8 years old, during the Cultural Revolution in China, her mother was arrested – because  she was a Christian – and was sent away to a camp to be re-educated…and she died in that camp.  The graduate student remembered her mother, before she was taken away, going door to door in her village, looking for someone who would take her daughter in.
After Paul speaks that evening, this Chinese woman comes up and asks him:  “Tell me about the God my mother believed in that made them take her away from me.”

As I said before, the church is growing rapidly in the global south.  Now that’s nothing new…..there have been periods of rapid growth for the Christian Church in the past as well.  One of the books I read this summer was written by the sociologist, Rodney Stark, entitled, The Rise of Christianity, subtitled, How the Obscure, Marginal Jesus Movement Became the Dominant Religious Force in the Western World in a Few Centuries.

Stark begins with the facts we know:  according to the Book of Acts, a few months after the crucifixion and resurrection, there were 120 Christians in Jerusalem.  By the middle of the 4th century, in about 350 A.D. – 30-plus years after Emperor Constantine himself became a Christian, there were about 34 million Christians in the Roman Empire, more than half the population.
Stark lays an excellent case for a growth rate for Christianity of about 40% a decade, or about 3.4% a year.  Now, I don’t know about you, but I have always assumed that it was Emperor Constantine’s conversion to Christianity in the early 300’s which produced the dramatic growth in the Christian Church in the Roman Empire.
But Stark shows how that consistent growth of 3.4% a year – from the beginning years – would just naturally result in the great numerical growth from 300 to 350 A.D. – but that it, too, was simply a growth of 3.4% a year.

Stark maintains, in fact, that Constantine’s conversion was not the cause of that remarkable numerical growth, but rather was the result of it!  Constantine saw what God was doing among the people of the Roman Empire, and he, too, was drawn to it!

And why now, do you suppose, is the church growing so tremendously in Africa?  When I was at the OSMC in New Haven, I had the opportunity to meet Andrew Walls, a former missionary to Sierra Leone, now retired from teaching at the University of Edinburgh in Scotland, and probably the foremost authority on the theology of mission.  In one of his articles, Walls wrote:

You do not have to interpret Old Testament Christianity to Africans; they live in an Old Testament world. 

The fact of the matter is, the culture of Africa is so similar to the biblical culture!  Do you remember how we westerners used to browbeat ourselves, over the past 40 years, browbeat ourselves with guilt at having sent missionaries to Africa to impose our Christian faith and culture upon them?  If you happened to have read Barbara Kingsolver’s novel, The Poisonwood Bible, you got a heavy dose of that western guilt.

Almost totally undeserved, Lamin Sanneh would say.  Lamin Sanneh was born a Muslim in Ghana, became a Christian as a teen-ager, and now teaches the theology of mission at Yale Divinity School.  Sanneh offers a counterpoint to that view that missionaries destroyed the indigenous cultures by bringing in Christianity.  Rather, he say, Christianity preserves indigenous life and culture especially because those missionaries translated the Scriptures into the local languages.  After all, what is more representative of one’s culture than one’s language?

By doing that work of translating, the seed of the Christian faith was embedded into the local African cultures.  And the culture of Africa is so similar to the biblical culture!  So many things that we saw in Africa reminded me of that.  
On the very first day, on the bus coming into Arusha, Tanzania, from the Kilimanjaro airport, I saw women gathering with their buckets at the community water tap.  Remember the story of Isaac sending his servant back to Mesopotamia to get a wife for his son, Jacob, and he meets the woman with her water bucket at the well?  Or Jesus’ encounter with the Samaritan woman at the well; she also had her water bucket.
How many times, when we were driving along African roads, did we see young Maasai boys herding their family’s cattle and goats?  Like the Old Testament story of the young David out herding his family’s sheep?  Or Jesus, who called himself “the good Shepherd of the sheep.”

Even the institution of polygamy, which is also a part of Old Testament culture.  Two of the members of our group had an opportunity to spend a night in an African boma, an enclosed stockade of several of those African circular huts, you know, with the thatched roofs.  This boma happened to belong to a polygamist, not himself a Christian, although all of his wives were Christian and all of his 150 children had been baptized.

Yes, 150 kids!  Someone told them the humorous story:  one of these kids walks up to his father, and calls him “Papa.”  “Are you one of mine,” the father responds.  “Whose your mother?”
The hospitality that we experienced in Africa is a biblical hospitality.  Remember the story of Abraham when three strangers approach his tent and he invites them to dinner, saying, “Let a little water be brought and wash your feet.”  Everywhere we went we were served food, and always before eating, they brought a pitcher of water and a basin and we washed our hands.

Abraham also tells his guests, “Let me bring a little bread.”  But then the directions he gives to Sarah is for her to use three seahs of flour – that’s 64 cups of flour!  If Sarah used the bread recipe I use, she’d end up with thirty loaves of bread!  Abundant, overflowing hospitality!  And that’s what we experienced, too, in Africa.

The African culture is so similar to the biblical culture.  But why should that surprise us?  Remember?  Our God is the God whose own Son took flesh in our human culture and became one of us!  This divine Son of God took on the human flesh of Jesus of Nazareth.  This Jesus went to the cross and died, for our sake, and then was raised from the dead by his Father.

And then he said to us:  “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations!”  It’s another echo of all of our Scripture readings today.  And it is a Word that is especially bearing fruit in the Global South.

