“Risk-taking Mission and Service”

Luke 4:14-30
One of my favorite musicals is The Sound of Music. Whether you are familiar with the story or not, you probably may recognize a few of the songs: “How Do You Solve a Problem Like Maria?,” “Do-Re-Mi,” “Edelweiss,” and “The Hills Are Alive with the Sound of Music.”  But for this sermon, I want to reference a lesser-known song.  This song is sung to Captain von Trapp by Elsa, his fiancée, and his freeloading friend, Max.  The story of the musical takes place in Austria just before Nazi Germany takes over their country.  Captain von Trapp detests the ideology of the Nazi regime and makes no bones about it.  Elsa and Max try to warn Captain von Trapp about the danger of being too open with his convictions.
You dear attractive dewy-eyed idealist,

Today you have to learn to be a realist.

You may be bent on doing deeds of derring-do.

But up against a shark what can a herring do?

Be wise, compromise!

Compromise, and be wise.

Let them think you’re on their side, be non-committal.

You won’t have to bow your head, just stoop a little.

You’re a fool if you worry.

You’re a fool if you worry

Over anything but little Number One!

So, every star and every whirling planet,

And every constellation in the sky

Revolves around the center of the universe,

A lovely thing, called I!

Throughout the Old Testament Jewish Scripture, there is an “emphasis upon justice, compassion, respect, and love for the neighbor”—putting your neighbor’s vital needs and concerns on an equal basis as your own.  “Scripture inextricably links love of God to love of neighbor and calls people to [acts of] charity, justice, and mercy.”  There was an understanding in Jewish faith and society that caring for the needs of your neighbor was a vital, central component of serving God. (Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations, P. 85-86)
And in our New Testament Scripture reading, Jesus echoes this Old Testament Ethic of Compassion and clearly states the nature and purpose of his public ministry: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”
“The stories, teachings, and parables of Jesus consistently point toward God’s love for the poor, the sick, the outcast, and those most vulnerable to the oppressions of society…In [his] teaching and actions, [Jesus] shows that God’s way includes costly demonstrations of unexpected love to the least likely, [untouchables, outcasts, known sinners and adulterers].” (ibid.) Contrary to our world view of ‘looking out for number one!’ Jesus proclaims: “Whoever wishes to be great among you must be your servant…[I] came not to be served but to serve.” (Mt.20:26-28)
“The life of service flows naturally and inescapably from the teachings of Jesus Christ, and no congregation or disciple can avoid the direct gift and demand of God’s call to love and serve others…Throughout the history of the church, Christians have “prayed for the sick, visited the imprisoned, and marshaled their resources to provide for the needs of the poor.” And folks, it’s vital that we live into our mission and purpose of love and service to others, because “a church without service dies like a tree with neither roots nor fruit, without nourishment or purpose.”  (Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations, P.86 – 87)
Now, if I had to guess, there’s probably not a lot of resistance among you to anything I’ve said so far.  The Judeo-Christian ethic of compassion and charity has so permeated our American culture that my words so far are probably not in conflict with your worldview.  Love, and compassion, and charity—those are good things.  But where mission and service begin to cause friction in the life of a church is when we add the words ‘risk-taking’ mission and service.
In our scripture reading, the congregation in Nazareth is at first fully supportive of Jesus’ words about love and concern and charity, but then Jesus implies the word ‘risk-taking’ to his vision of mission and service.  Jesus dares to point out that the prophet Elijah was sent by God during a famine to help a widow in Zarephath, a Phoenician city.  While widows were starving in Israel, God sent Elijah to help an outsider.  And Jesus risks reminding the Israelites that during the time of the Prophet Elisha, God cleansed Naaman the Syrian.  There were lepers in Israel, but God empowers Elisha to cleanse a General of their sworn enemy’s army.
What a “dewy-eyed idealist;” Jesus needs “to learn to be a realist.”  After all, “You’re a fool if you worry over anything but little Number One!”  And for many folks that means nation, family, and friends first!  Talk about risk-taking!  Jesus should be more careful which Old Testament stories he chooses for sermon illustrations.  Jesus risks declaring that his mission and service will extend beyond the borders of Israel, and in response to this message his hometown congregation tries to throw him off a cliff!
And so, there is always a temptation in mission and service projects to try and control everything, to be sure that we are only serving the ‘right’ kind of people, meticulously seeking to eliminate all fraud and any failure, to serve only those who will be grateful and say “thank you” with the right amount of conviction, and to help people only when there is an almost guaranteed chance of a successful outcome.  And quite often the motivation to control all these risk factors is to keep the hometown congregation happy, and to keep the Missions and Outreach Committee from being thrown off a cliff.
Now, at this point in my sermon, I would normally start to talk about my experience with mission and outreach service ministries within this church.  Sadly, because of Covid, most of our missions and outreach projects are temporarily on hold.  So, I’m going to share a few experiences with you from my last installed pastorate in Kingsport, Tennessee.  I am proud to say that my church in Kingsport was highly involved in a number of missions and service ministries, and proud to report that we did assume a certain degree of risk.
We tried to be good stewards of the clothes that were donated to our Clothes Closet.  There were checks and balances in place to ensure that the clothes were going to people who truly needed them and that everyone got their fair share, but some people still managed to get our clothes, and then they turned around and put those clothes in their yard sale.  Other people came who could afford to buy their own clothes, and some people came and never said thank you.  Others yelled at us for the checks and balances we did have in place.  There are risks involved in mission and service, but we didn’t let these exceptions stop us from helping the people who did need our help.
Through the years, my church in Kingsport built 12 Habitat for Humanity houses.  That’s a wonderful ministry, and I strongly encourage any of you with any interest in this kind of service to get involved.  But let me warn you.  There are no guarantees.  There is a process to help Habitat homeowners prepare for the responsibility of paying their mortgage and keeping up their houses, but sometimes problems do occur.  And sometimes there are disappointing outcomes.
There was another program called Inner Faith Hospitality Network.  Several times each year, our church would host homeless families in our church building.  We would provide meals, and beds, and fellowship.  There was a screening process for the visitors who stayed in our church, and I am not aware of any problems we’ve ever had.  But we were assuming a certain amount of risk by allowing strangers into our building overnight.

So why do some churches take these risks?  Isn’t this dewy-eyed idealism?  Don’t we need to learn some realism?  Maybe we should learn to compromise and get wise and eliminate the word ‘risk.’  And I might be tempted to do just that if it wasn’t for one thing.  Risk-taking is the way our God works.
You see, God took a big risk when God created a world where humans were free to disobey.  God took a risk and formed a covenant with a faithful but far from perfect man named Abraham, and later risked reaffirming that covenant with Israel.  Then God risked staying in that covenant, even when Israel was unfaithful, time after time after time.  Then God took a really big risk.  God sent his only son into the world as a vulnerable human.  Despite his message of love and peace and justice for everyone, despite (or perhaps because of) Jesus’ risky mission of service to the sick, the poor, the outcasts, and the unlovable—God’s son was crucified.  Well, that was too much risk for Jesus’ followers, and they all deserted him.  But that’s when the unexpected happened, as it always does with God.  God overcame the risk of crucifixion and our worst intentions, as God always does.  God raised his son from the dead.
And now God calls us to step out in faith, just as God called Abraham, and Moses, Elijah, and Jeremiah.  They all risked failure.  Each of them endured setbacks, misunderstandings, and disappointments, and they were scared, rejected, and discouraged at times in their mission and service.  Many times, their congregation grumbled.  But God was always with them.  Just as the Spirit was with Jesus, the Spirit of the Lord was upon them as well.  And God’s Spirit is upon us today, for we too are called to step out in faith, to love and serve our Lord, by loving and serving others.
But let me warn you.  There is an even bigger risk involved in mission and service to others.  You’re going to risk being changed.  No longer will your primary worry be for little Number One, for outreach missions and service will open your heart to others, and you will never be the same.  And for that risk, I say thanks be to God!
Let us pray:
O Lord, we are indeed ‘fools if we worry over anything’ but serving you.  Loving and merciful God, help us always to remember that you are the center of the universe.  Help us always to hear and follow your call to love and serve our neighbor.  Amen.

David A. Cagle

January 30, 2022
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