The Sixth Sunday after Pentecost
July 4, 2010

Text:  Luke 10:1-11,16-20
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; Your Word is Truth.
_______________________________

This is Luke’s “travel story.”  Jesus is “on the road again,” “on the way.”  Literally, Jesus is “on the way” to Jerusalem where he will suffer and die for the salvation of the world.  But on a much deeper level, this phrase “on the way” refers to the Christian way of life, the path of discipleship.

Today in our Gospel, Jesus says to this larger group of 70 disciples, “Go on your way.  I am sending you out.”  Today, the key discipleship word is “mission.”  From the Latin…missio….”I am sending.”  Jesus is sending out the disciples, “on the way.”

Well, gee….mission?...we here at Lord of the Hills Church know what that’s all about, don’t we?  Just a brief 15 years ago we started out as a mission congregation – a brand new group of people here in Aurora and Centennial, “sent out” to begin a new congregation.

For a while we received mission support – money from the church-at-large, the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, to help us get going.  For that first year the ELCA paid my salary.  But after that first year, we were on our own, no longer needing mission support.  After that first year we no longer had that official designation:  mission congregation.

What a very limiting use of the word mission!  As if only 15 years ago we had a mission, something to do; but now that we’ve graduated to become a “real” church, now we no longer have a mission.  What baloney!  Any church which is not “the church in mission” – “the church on the way” – is no church at all.

Wilhelm Loehe, a German Lutheran pastor from the 19th century, whose single congregation in Germany sent dozens of missionaries to America and started countless Lutheran churches here….Wilhelm Loehe said:  The church exists by mission as a fire exists by burning.  

So let’s state it clearly for the record:  this community of Lord of the Hills Church is a mission congregation!  And today is a good day to look at our mission from the perspective of Luke’s gospel.

First of all, notice whom Jesus is sending here.  It is a larger group of 70 disciples – not just the 12.  A clear signal to us that the mission of the church does not just belong to the inner circle – for example, it is not just the mission of the clergy.  The responsibility for mission belongs to all of us.

Every Sunday all of us are “sent out” – there’s that word again! – we are “missioned out” into the world.  The very last words of our worship every Sunday:  Go in peace.  Serve the Lord.

Our Roman Catholic brothers and sisters call their worship service the mass.  Mass….it comes from that same old Latin word – mission – to send out.  The very last words of the old Latin mass:  Ite; missa est.  Go; you are being sent forth.  The mission belongs to all of us.

And just what is it we are supposed to do?  What are the words we speak on this mission?  Jesus tells us:  Say to them, “The Kingdom of God has come near to you.”  We proclaim the Kingdom of God!  Now, remember, not “kingdom” in any sense of place or geography.  But rather in this sense, that God reigns, God is in control, and this is a God who has decided for us.
How do we proclaim this kingdom?  Well, our text gives one specific example:  Cure the sick who are there, and say to them, “The Kingdom of God has come near to you.  The message, the words, are joined to an action.  The action, healing the sick, then becomes a sign of the message, a sign of the Kingdom.  You and I are sent out to be signs of God’s Kingdom:

· Whenever you bring a can of baked bean for our food shelf, then you yourself are a sign of the Kingdom, a sign pointing to that day when all the hungry will gather around the banquet table in God’s kingdom.

· Whenever you forgive a neighbor for a wrong done to you, you are a sign of the great reconciliation which was won for us on the cross and will one day be perfectly ours in the Kingdom of God.

· Whenever you bring a spaghetti pie casserole to a family who is mourning a death, you are a sign of the Kingdom where God Himself will wipe away every tear and death will be no more.

So now, it’s Tuesday night, 7:00 p.m., and the 70 have all gathered together in the Inspiration Room to make their reports, hand in their statements.  George Smith couldn’t come that night because he had to work late.  Sue Jones said she couldn’t make it to the meeting because a college friend was in town.  But the rest of the 70 returned, made their reports, handed in their tally sheets, and Jesus said, “I watched Satan fall from heaven like a flash of lightning!”

What!?!

“I saw Satan fall from heaven like a flash of lightning!”

They all looked at their reports.  A can of baked beans.  A small word of forgiveness.  A spaghetti pie casserole.  The chairperson of the group of 70 looked down at the agenda for the meeting – nothing there.

“I saw Satan fall from heaven like a flash of lightning!”

And then we knew.  Jesus saw something we didn’t.  Then we knew.  Jesus intends to use us for something big, cosmic even.  In our little ordinary, everyday lives, Jesus is working out some larger matters.

We look at the church, even our local church, Lord of the Hills, and we see mundane meetings, ordinary folk, unspectacular routine.  Yet Jesus sees heaven and earth being transformed through us.  Jesus has sent us out to be part of his revolutionary overthrow of the powers of death and evil.  Even though we can’t always see it ourselves, human as we are, caught up as we are in the everyday, ordinary stuff of the church.

Yet in us – in our meetings, Sunday School classes, food shelf for the hungry, passing the offering plate in the service, kneeling down to speak to a child after church – the Kingdom of God is taking shape.

He sends out ordinary folks like us to be a sign of his coming kingdom.  The power of evil is losing ground to us.  Satan’s grip over the world is loosening and God’s kingdom is breaking forth.  In us.  Jesus looks at us and our ordinary everyday witness and says to our delight and amazement, “I saw Satan fall from heaven like a flash of lightning.”

Leslie Newbigin was a Bishop of the Church of South India in the 20th century – one of my faith heroes.  Here’s a story he tells about “Satan falling from heaven like a flash of lightning.”

Bishop Newbigin received a message that he should go to a village – which he had never heard of before – to baptize 25 families.  He went.  As he sat down and spent a day with that group of people, he began to piece the story together, a story that had taken place in four acts.

Act One:  A water resources team had come to assist the village in digging a well so that they could have a clean water supply for the first time in their history.  The man in charge of this team was a Christian.  He was not formally trained, he was even theologically naïve, Newbigin says.  He was not good at communicating, in verbalizing his faith, but he made it clear that he was a Christian.  He left behind the impression of a good, caring, honest, sincere man.

Act Two:  Three or four months later one of the people of this village was visiting a neighboring town to do some shopping.  A representative of a Bible society sold him a copy of St. Mark’s Gospel.  The man brought it back and started reading it.  Now reading in an Indian village means reading aloud.  So this man sits in front of his home every evening reading this strange book.  And, of course, people with nothing better to do gather round and listen and then start discussing.  Week after week for several months you have a group of people reading St. Mark’s Gospel, which is totally strange to them.  They try to make out what it’s all about.
Act Three:  Along comes what Newbigin called an independent evangelist.  They had a rather remarkable breed of such evangelists in south India.  Each one is totally independent of any human agency.  Each one, of course, has a hot line to God and knows exactly what God intends, and they go around to villages preaching fiery sermons.  One of these independent evangelists dropped in on this village, preached a fiery sermon and left behind a tract which stated simply a very fundamentalist message:  If you die tonight, where will you go?
Act Four:  The village decides they better do something about it.  They will try to find out what this Christian faith is all about.  They remember a village five miles away where there is a Christian congregation.  So they write and ask these people, “Tell us, what is all this about, this man Jesus?”  Now these Christian people are village coolies, day laborers.  One of them had broken his leg and is unable to work, so his people said, “You go to the village, spend a month and tell them what you have.”  So he did.

And the results of these four acts was Bishop Leslie Newbigin sitting down in front of 25 families of people, as eager of the Gospel, as well instructed as any group of people in that circumstance you could find.  Newbigin concludes:

None of us knew about the four acts; no agency of the church had any idea what was going on.  The mission was entirely in other hands.  I could do nothing else but baptize them, then and there.

Remember again how our Gospel story began?  Back now to Jesus’ sending words, his full words this time:  Go on your way.  See, I am sending you out like lambs into the midst of wolves.  And he sends them out, two by two.

Two by two?  The buddy system?  Wasn’t that the rule of summer camp?  No one was allowed to go out into the deep water, the potentially dangerous water, unless they were swimming with a buddy.

That makes this sending sound pretty risky, doesn’t it?  Lambs in the midst of wolves?  My guess is, some of us feel threatened by our mission.  And maybe the riskiest part of it all is joining the words to our actions.  Like shy little lambs we tend to be uneasy about speaking the good news.  Oh, we can give our can of baked beans, we can deliver the spaghetti pie…but can we also speak the good news?

Can we say:  I want to give you this food because I believe there is food not only for your body but also food, good news food, for your soul?

Can we say:  I want to give you this spaghetti pie not only so that you will have food for the relatives filling your house at this time of death, but also because I believe that there is a comfort for you all in the God who has conquered death?

That’s the scary, risky part for us, isn’t it?  That makes us feel like lambs being sent out in the midst of wolves!  But that whole business about lambs should remind us of something very important.  We lambs are not leaderless.  We have a shepherd, the Good Shepherd, the one who not only sends us out on our mission, but leads us out as well.
