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Isaiah paints a picture of Jerusalem, not the city but the kingdom of God, as the nourishing mother. In her our heart shall rejoice, our bones shall flourish like grass, and we will feel the hand of the Lord.


In Galatians, Paul tells us that we are to bear one another’s burdens and so fulfill the law of Christ. Luke’s Jesus says, “The Harvest is plentiful, but the Laborers few. Pray that the Lord of the harvest will send out laborers into his harvest. Go your way, I send you out as lambs in the midst of wolves.”

      I think that we can safely agree that Jesus did not intend his ministry among us to be a come-and-go ministry. He didn’t just pop into creation to heal a few sick people, forgive a few sins, change a few lives, set an example of obedience and then beam up into heaven. If that had been his purpose, then our responsibility here would be little more than to remember a golden age when God became human for thirty years or so a very long time ago in a place very far away.

     But, it’s safe to say, Jesus didn’t think it stopped there. Rather, he preached a never‑ending kingdom that began with his ministry and continues on to eternity.

     Today’s Gospel is the record of his conversation with the seventy as they prepare to go out in the first organized mission of the church. They were to preach Christ’s gospel of love in the surrounding towns and countryside. They were to be Christ’s ambassadors to the world. You could have easily put all of them in this room, but they were the first wave of witnesses of Christ’s love to the world. These souls were a continuation of Christ’s ministry.

     And, just as surely as we stand here today, so are we. It is important for you to know that I grew up in a church that didn’t talk as much about spreading Christ’s love as it did about accepting Christ’s love and salvation ourselves. Every time that Church met, the message was to repent and be saved. That is a good and important message, but it is not the end of Christ’s ministry, only its beginning.

     For better or for worse, our Church takes that part of the message somewhat for granted – week by week the church expects that most of us here are still saved and still repenting. So what do you do with a community of gifted people whose salvation is secure, with talented folks whose place in God’s kingdom is reserved, with resourceful men and women whose relationship with God is guaranteed? That question moves us to the next step of the Gospel and the next step for the Church. Jesus didn’t talk to the seventy about their own salvation; it was a foregone conclusion. He tells them to rejoice that their name is written in heaven, but he goes on to give them specific instructions for ministry, for bringing others to Christ, for healing the sick and caring for the oppressed.

  He says, travel light—carry no purse or bag.

  He says, don’t be distracted—salute no one on the road.

  He says, be contented, eating and drinking what they give you.

  He says, give the word of God’s love to those who will hear it and don’t waste time on those who will not.

  He says to speak with authority—who hears you, hears me.

  He says, don’t rejoice in your celebrity, but in your portion of God’s kingdom.

     All of this is sage advice—to the seventy and to us as well. For, you see, Jesus never mentions ordination—this is not a discourse to priests, but to believers who care enough to share the joy of their Christ with others. At Christ Church we are presently working at becoming more of a family. At present there is a core here that does family things really well, we teach our children, pay our bills, look after the needy among us, care for the sick. Our first step in growth as a community is to spread the boundaries of that core to be the same as the boundaries of this place, so that everyone is included and everyone feels some responsibility for the life of the whole and the lives of one another. This is all honorable work and it comes to me that if our Jesus dropped in to do a spot inspection he would be mostly pleased with the way we relate to one another. Yet, he might say, where are the others?

     He might ask, “Where are the searchers, the new people to whom you have proclaimed my name? Where are the un-churched who should be welcomed at my table? Where are the outcasts whose lives you touch with programs and giving, but don’t bring in? Where are the poor and the homeless? What other family have they? Who is telling them I love them? Who is bringing them into the feast?” The fields are white with harvest, but the laborers indeed are few.

     We are graced with such plenty in the Episcopal Church. It has never really been about plenty in terms of money. We have a strong and continuous tradition of beautiful liturgy, vibrant music, and sound theology. We inherit a faith that is catholic and yet reformed. We are free to focus on Christ’s love and how we are spreading it, instead of on the minutiae of the law and how we are keeping it. Some days I find that I am surprised that people aren’t breaking the doors down to get in here. At other times I wonder if breaking the door down might be their only entrance.
      It is statistically true that the average Episcopalian invites someone to church every 22 years.  It is also true that of the people who make the church their home, only five percent are responding to the media.  Even more surprising is that only five percent attend because they have been invited by a clergy person.  Eighty-five percent show up because someone they know, someone they trust and care for, asked them to come and try this out, to come and see.   
     The Episcopal Church is one of the world’s best-kept secrets, and that is not doing us any good. Surely you have come to understand by now that I am not for standing on a corner thumping a bible to draw a crowd for Sunday service. Lord knows, there’s hardly any more room for street evangelists in Harvard Square, but I cannot help but believe that every person in this room knows someone who is hungry for what we have here, someone we should bring to introduce to our family of faith. The world needs what we have to offer, but we do not offer it as freely as we might. We welcome our guests, I think we make them feel very much at home, but I wonder if we really touch many of the people who come our way. I wonder if they leave feeling as if they have been welcomed.  And once we get that part right, I wonder if our hospitality needs to be extended beyond these walls.

     Now, from the outset, let’s be very clear about one thing. I do not care about attendance numbers for numbers’ sake. Frankly, the church has enough people to survive, just as it did on the day when Jesus sent out the seventy. But what if we came to understand that we are not inviting people for our good, we are inviting them for their good? I do care, I hope we all care about souls, about people with needs, about people looking for exactly what we have to offer and not really knowing where to look to find it. Let’s not fool ourselves into thinking that this place is a secret we can keep. Let’s not fool ourselves into thinking that we are just a separate little group of people doing our own thing over on this corner with all the people who really need to know about us. That would be a move toward complacency and mediocrity. The heritage we share is nothing less than the Kingdom of God. And, if we do not believe at some level that this Church most closely represents God’s reign for us, then perhaps we belong better somewhere else. For, when we answer the call of Jesus, we are the purveyors of grace. We are those who are sent. We are the only flesh God owns to accomplish his work in our time. We are the laborers in the fields, if there are any laborers at all. What are we sowing for future generations? What will we reap for the glory of God?

    It is not enough to be saved. Each of us is saved, but also sent. We’re sent to tell a waiting world of its Christ, a Christ who waits to accept all who come looking for this kingdom. Even now, this Jesus calls us into service.  May God give us strength to find new avenues of service, new ways of welcome, new fields for spreading Christ’s love, and the determination to share what is best in our lives with others.  AMEN.
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