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“Joy and Jeopardy, Risk and Reward”

Luke 4:16-30

Risk-Taking Mission and Service: Fourth of the Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations
Sunday, October 19, 2008

Rev. J. Douglas Paterson

It is not a secret that in our household Karla is the adventurous one. She is the one that is always ready to travel to new places, experience new things. I am pretty comfortable with the known, the tried, and the true. It takes someone like Karla to get me out of my comfort zone and try new things. When I do, I always have fun and am pleased that I got off my lazy backside and did something adventurous. And, it usually changes my perspective and outlook.

So, when I was on the cabinet and was invited to travel to Haiti as part of our conference partnership with the Methodist Church there, I pretended to be excited about it, and expressed what a great opportunity this was. But on the inside I was scared. Traveling to the poorest country in the western hemisphere did not sound like a good time to me.

Now after the trip, I can only express to you the joy that replaced the jeopardy that I felt. It is true that any trip like that comes with some risk. There is always some unsettledness in the poorest of poor countries. But we were taken care of extremely well, and were always steered away from the opportunities that might have gotten us into trouble, until I had to fly to Jeremie. I was assigned to go to Jeremie because it was a lot like the Marquette district in Michigan. It is at the far western tip of Island of Hispaniola that Haiti shares with the Dominican Republic, separated from the rest of Haiti by distance and mountains. The easiest way to get there is to fly, until you were ready to get on the plane.

It was the smallest commercial plane I have ever been on. And to fly, you had to be weighed, both you and your bag, using the same freight scale, so in the end you were certain what they considered the baggage. When we got on the plane the pilot looked us over and made a couple of us move because of our size, trying to balance out the load.

Well, the flight went fine. We landed in a field that was too rough for cows to graze in, but was probably the most level place they could find in Jeremie to land a plane. But much like the U.P. we found ourselves in the midst of the most beautiful region in Haiti, and probably for the same reason. It was too remote to be spoiled my too much human habitation. It felt risky to be there, but the reward of touching and learning from another culture was well worth the risk.

As most of you are aware, we have been looking at the five practices of fruitful congregations as outlined by Bishop Robert Schnase in his book by the same name. These are five things that the bishop has gleaned are evident in churches that are alive, vibrant, and growing. We have already heard about Radical Hospitality, Passionate Worship, and Intentional Faith Development. Next week we will consider Extravagant Generosity. But today we consider Risk-Taking Mission and Service.

Now just like I don’t move very fast out of my comfort zone without Karla helping to prod me along, the church, in its inertia, sometimes needs a little push as made evident in our Scripture lesson. Jesus went back home to synagogue and his townspeople were excited to see him. In fact when Jesus read the Scripture and expounded a bit upon it, the people were amazed. They remembered when he was just a boy. Joseph’s son, you know, Joseph the carpenter. My goodness, when did his little boy grow up to be so eloquent?

Then Jesus continued to expound on scripture highlighting that God often favored and worked through the sworn enemies of Israel – the Syrians, the Sidonese. The kingdom of God is at hand, and it is not just for you. It’s for people you don’t even know, and for people you don’t even like. And it is to them that we are called to share and serve. At that, his hometown turned against him and he had to run for his life, highlighting again that to be a follower of Christ is risky business, calling masses out of their comfort zone to serve those whom you have yet had the privilege to meet.

Schnase says, “Christ pulls people out of themselves and into the lives of others where they would never have gone on their own.” And, “nearly every page of Scripture shows people serving God by serving others.”

And that is what mission is. The word “mission” turns church service outward. Adding “risk-taking” on to the front of “mission” adds the dimension of even greater uncertainty, a higher possibility of discomfort and sacrifice

Here is what Schnase says: 
Risk-Taking Mission and Service takes people into ministries that push them out of their comfort zone, stretching them beyond the circle of relationships and practices that routinely define their faith commitments. God uses such ministries to expose church members to people, situations, and needs that they would never ordinarily encounter and that reveal to them spiritual qualities and practical talents that, apart form their deliberate intention of serving Christ, they would never discover.
Perhaps another way of saying that is when you choose to follow Christ and participate in risk-taking mission and service, the one who is most greatly affected for the good is you. That is the paradox of Christian service. When you are intentional about serving others, you end up serving yourself.

Now history has a lot of bad examples of Christian mission and service and we should be clear about what we don’t mean. Many of you have probably read Barbara Kingsolver’s “Poison Wood Bible.” It is a novel, but it is a great example of how Christian mission was done up through the first half of the 20th century. Under the rubric of wanting to share the grace of God as we have come to understand that in Jesus Christ, many mission undertakings sought to change the constructs of a native culture to make it look and act like Western culture. That to be a Christian meant to dress a certain way, talk a certain way, to organize a certain way, worship a certain way. That is, to be a Christian, you have to look and act like us.

I think, fortunately, we have learned a few things in this post-modern world. We still have this overwhelming need to share the grace of God as we have come to understand that through Jesus Christ. But we do so by acting like Christ, not just talking about Christ. We do so knowing that we are fellow sojourners with whomever we relate, not with some know-it-all, paternalistic attitude. We do so knowing that it is we who will learn more than we can teach, and that in an effort to be a blessing to others, we will be more blessed by others.

Now I will be honest with you, of the five fruitful practices as outlined by Schnase, I think First United Methodist Church has participated in risk-taking mission and service the best. Not because we necessarily planned for it or organized for it. But because out of relationships that developed and opportunities that were taken, this church, perhaps lead by the spirit, has come to understand that the church does not exist for itself, it exists to serve the community and the world.

I feel quite fortunate that the bishop appointed me to a church that had discovered that when you take risks in mission and service, the rewards are endless, and it changes lives – mostly the lives of those within the church.

Over the past few years we have developed a relationship and ministry with Christians in Estonia, Bulgaria, Kenya, and Puerto Rico. But risk-taking mission and service isn’t always around the world from us. We have found grace and fulfillment in working in mission in Detroit, Louisiana, and the U.P. In this community we help build houses for Habitat, work with agencies to help dislocated families, and we have even found an extremely meaningful ministry right outside our doors with the L.O.V.E. Thy Neighbor lunch program, and the Community Action Network tutoring and breakfast program. And there are others. And that doesn’t even include all the service and ministry people in this church participate in through other agencies.

In fact we were finding it difficult to juggle everything with which this church was involved. Our Outreach Committee has been taking time to figure out how the church can not only manage all that was happening in mission and service, but also grow it. And I think what we have discovered is that we really can’t “manage” it. We are not even sure we want to manage it. Rather we want to provide people the opportunity to follow their passion and call to where Christ is leading them to serve.

And so the vision of Outreach is to “Discover and engage the unique passion of each person in our church community for a life of service.”
Because, as the Outreach Mission statement reads: “We are called by Christ to give of ourselves to others. As a church community, we seek to join God at Work in the brokenness of the community and world. The church doesn’t exist for itself; it exists to serve the community and world.”
Or as Bishop Schnase says: “Risk-taking Mission and Service reminds us that congregations are not ends in themselves; they are resources God uses to change lives and transform the world.”

I pray that it will be true in your life and in mine, and in ours together. Amen.
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