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           2 King 5:1-14 and Luke 10:1-11; 16-20


About five years ago, a pastor friend of mine asked me to help him train of team of leaders in his congregation on the basic beliefs and practices of the Christian church.  Just like the church I was serving at the time, his congregation was small and had been declining in size for about 40 years.  The leaders were getting worried—they knew the church needed to grow in order to continue to pay for their building, their minister and their program.  Just like the church I was serving at the time, my friend’s congregation had hoped that hiring a young, energetic minister would immediately solve their problems, but it hadn’t.  But my friend had been working with a group of leaders in his congregation, and they had come to realize that in order for the church to grow, everyone in the church was going to have to become more comfortable talking about their faith with people outside the church.  That kind of thing didn’t come easy to these New England Congregationalists, but they had bravely agreed to give it a try.  


The only thing they needed, they told my friend, was a little training on Christian basics.  They told him that their number one fear—the main thing that kept them from sharing their faith—was their concern that someone would ask them a really simple question, and they wouldn’t know the answer and they’d look like an idiot.  My friend felt like this was a pretty simple need to fulfill, and so he and I put together an eight-week course that reviewed the most important stories of the Bible, the major teachings of Christian theology, a quick review of core Christian holidays and rituals, and a brief overview of Christian responses to modern-day ethical questions.  The class seemed to go really well—people ate up the information, took notes, participated in lively discussions and came back the next week ready for more.


At the end of eight weeks, we asked everyone to evaluate the class.  Everyone was positive about the content, but they had a few suggestions.  A couple of people wished that we had supplied a reading list for each week.  Others suggested follow-up assignments to do on your own.  Most of the group agreed that what they really needed was a follow-up course.  The class had raised so many interesting questions, and it had really only scratched the tip of the iceberg.  To my surprise, our eight weeks of teaching had not filled the group with confidence that they could now go out and comfortably talk about their Christian faith with people in their community.  It had instead cultivated their desire to take classes, to receive more information and training.


The experience of teaching that class with my friend led me to re-think a number of my assumptions about how to train and equip people to share their faith.  As part of this process, I re-read a lot of stories in the Bible of how Jesus trained and equipped his own disciples.  The passage that we’re reading today from Luke is pretty enlightening in this regard, both for what Jesus says, and for what he doesn’t say.


Let’s take a look at this passage together, shall we?  First, let’s see if we can identify all of the instructions Jesus gives.  Can anyone tell me one thing he tells his disciples in order to prepare them for going out into the world?


-Carry no purse, bag, sandals.


-Greet no one on the road.


-Enter a house with a wish for peace.  Stay, if that wish is returned to you.


-Stay in that house, eating and drinking whatever you are given.


-Don’t go around to different houses.


-Wherever you are welcomed:  eat what is set before you, cure the sick, and tell them “The Kingdom of God has come near.”


-If you’re not welcomed, keep moving, but proclaim the same message:  “The Kingdom of God has come near.”


So, what do you notice about these instructions?  Did you notice how much time Jesus spends instructing his disciples on what they are supposed to say once they get into someones house and start having a conversation?  Very little, right?  All he tells them to say is, “The Kingdom of God has come near,” exactly the same message that John the Baptist proclaims at the start of the Gospel of Luke.  And did you notice that the disciples are supposed to proclaim this message to the people who welcome them AND to the people who reject them.  Jesus wants everyone to know that the Kingdom of God is near.  


But that’s it for talking points.  All of the rest of Jesus’ instructions are about how the disciples should behave, especially, how they should act once they find a house where they are welcomed.  Jesus gets really specific here—stay in one house, don’t go around to lots of houses.  And he tells the apostles to eat and drink whatever is offered them—an instruction so important that it’s the only one he says twice.


What do you make of Jesus’ emphasis?  Why do you think he’s so much more concerned about the apostles’ behavior as guests than he is about their ability to elaborate on the Gospel message and to answer any questions the townspeople might have?  Perhaps this shows Jesus’ confidence that the ones he sends out already have a firm grasp on everything he has tried to teach them.  Perhaps—but I doubt it.  Jesus’ inner circle of twelve disciples doesn’t seem to really understand Jesus’ message—what’s the chance that these 70 people have any clearer understanding?


I think the emphasis on behavior over content in Jesus’ instructions to the 70 indicates not so much what he thinks they know already, but rather, what they need to learn.  I think he is sending these people out not only to proclaim something, but also to learn something, to receive something.  Perhaps this is the best training they can receive as they grow to be followers of Jesus—they need to learn how to gratefully receive hospitality from someone else, to appreciate what is offered to them, to value—in fact, to depend on, the generosity of the people they seek to teach.


It’s not hard to read the passage this way, but its really hard to think this way about our own lives as people of faith.  If asked, I imagine most of us would say that one of the main reasons why we come to church is to be fed.  We come hear to feel the love of community and the love of God.  We feel nourished by God’s Word as it is read and interpreted.  We feel nourished by the gifts of bread and cup that we receive at Christ’s table.  Our hearts may feel heavy, our souls may feel depleted when we come into this space on Sunday morning, but by the time we leave, we feel lighter, more hopeful, and ready to go out into the world for another week.  If we’re lucky, we’ll find some opportunities to share a bit of what we get from church out in the world—our hope will rub off a bit on others, or we’ll be able to lighten their load a bit by offering to pray for them or giving a listening ear or a bit of thoughtful advice.  


That’s how we mostly understand the purpose of gathering in and then sending forth.  We gather in to receive something, and we go out to give something.  Some of us have struggled against this description of the Christian life, but our arguments are usually about whether the world really needs, or even wants, what we have to give.  We can conjure up images of colonial missionaries that make our skin crawl, and convince ourselves that those days are over.  


But what if we aren’t sent out into the world like colonial missionaries, or like cows waiting to be milked, like traveling salesmen with suitcases stuffed with gadgets for every need?  What if we are sent out exactly like Jesus sent the 70?  What if we are to go out into the world EMPTY—without money or tools to fix anything or solve anything—and come back to our churches FULL—having been welcomed by strangers, fed at their table, and blessed by their hospitality?  How would this change our experience of church?  How would this change our experience of discipleship?  How would this change our experience of the world?


I’m not sure how this shift would change us, but I am sure of this:  just like every other spiritual practice I’ve encountered, it begins with an open heart.  Jesus warned his disciples that the world was not an easy place for his disciples.  Every time they walked into a town they must have done so with a lump in their throat.  Every time they knocked on a door, they must have done so with trembling hands.  Jesus didn’t say that everyone would love them and treat them kindly—in fact, he said just the opposite.  But he was clear that they shouldn’t get hung up on the places where they weren’t received.  Don’t let it make you close up inside, he told them.  Keep your heart wide open, and go to the next town.  Keep knocking, and open your heart to receive whatever goodness you happen to encounter.  And when you are welcomed, don’t keep moving, looking for a better offer.  Just sit down and stay a while.  Be fed.  And then come back to me, a stronger and wiser disciple.
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