Sixth Sunday after Pentecost, July 4, 2010

The Reverend Christopher Craun

“Go on your way.  See, I am sending you out like lambs into the midst of wolves.  Carry no purse, no bag, no sandals…” 

That is how Jesus sent out the appointed seventy in today’s Gospel of Luke.  Pack toiletries, work clothes, a light jacket for cool evenings, towel, swimsuit, flip-flops for the shower, sleeping bag, pillow, spending money for free time, Bible, pen, notebook.  That is how David Berkson sent us out two weeks ago for our Mission Trip to the Yakama Indian Reservation.  The list was obviously at the direction of the Youth Works program staff, but regardless, a much more extensive list than what Jesus required of the seventy.  And yet, I believe the mission was relatively the same – being sent out where the harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few.  

One of the tag line themes presented by the Youth Works staff in Yakama to engage us in this mission was – less here, more there.  I have to say it was a difficult theme for me.  We spend time and energy with our youth working to get them to be more here and less wherever it is they are.  And then we take them on this mission trip and tell them to be less here and more there.  Hm.  Thanks? But by the end of the week, I think I grasped the message.  It was a message to our youth to point more to God and less to themselves.  It was not a message to go against our mindfulness of being present – it was a message to go against our inclination to revel in our earthly accomplishments rather than keeping our hearts and minds on our relationship to God.  


This theme made more sense to me when it was tied together with an interesting request made by the staff at Youth Works. They asked that we not take before and after pictures at our work site.  There was a two-fold reason for this.  One, it could make the person whose house was in need of repair feel ashamed of where they live.  Two, before and after pictures point too heavily to the “look at me and what I did” rather than the Youth Works message of “look at what Jesus’ love is doing through me.”  Frankly, I was glad that we did not take before and after pictures – but my joy was for the wrong reason.  I was upset that I did not finish the task that was given to us.  
It was the most frustrating day I had on the mission trip - the final day I had at our work site.  We were given the charge to paint a house – something that in my ignorance I thought we could finish in a day, no problem.  And in setting that expectation in my mind, I felt like we failed as we drove away with one gapping hole on the side of the house and the top edge of the back of the house in need of being finished.  The theme for this final day – More Be, Less Do only made me more upset! I felt like it was taunting me.  Sorry parents – I hope when you asked your youth to mow the lawn this week they didn’t respond with “actually I am practicing doing less and being more.” If they did – you can remind them that they argued against this theme as much as I did.  However, I found myself needing to embrace this theme while I was driving away from the work site on the last day looking at an incomplete project.  I had set my expectations on the “do”, rather than on the “be”.  I realized that in the doing we begin to worry and get distracted about being successful rather than being in relationship.  Being sent out in mission is as much about being in relationship with one another and with our neighbors as it is about accomplishing a list of tasks.  
As you’ve heard from the examples; more be, less do, less here, more there - the overarching theme for the entire week was summed up as More Jesus, Less Me.  That’s what was screened on to the camp t-shirts and that’s what was questioned the most during the week.  As two people who have worked a lot with youth, David and I struggled with this theme. We have worked hard to encourage our youth to be very much themselves, fully, completely whatever the ME may be.  The good news is that we have apparently been very successful in relaying this message to our youth, because they argued against the theme as much as we did.  One night when we gathered together, a youth said, “I don’t get it.  Doesn’t this theme go against what you’ve told us? And doesn’t more be and less me contradict each other?” Well, yes.  But, no.  Yes, I will continue to encourage our youth to be authentic and to be themselves.  But the gospel truth is that as people sent out into the world, as much as we are called as who we are, we are also called as followers of Christ.  And this was the perfect theme to remind us of that call.  More Jesus, Less Me. 
You heard the testimonies of the youth last week who went on the trip.  They told stories about their personal transformations from reluctance to acceptance – from acceptance to action.  These transformations are similar to what we witness in the stories of Jesus’ disciples.  The passage we hear from the Gospel of Luke comes after the Transfiguration.  It comes after Peter and John and James witness Jesus’ appearance change as he prayed.  They witness a great cloud overshadowing them and a voice saying, “This is my Son, my chosen; listen to him.” Being a witness to such an experience was surely transformative to these disciples and yet after this mountain-top experience they had to come down from the mountain and go back to the business of being disciples.  By this experience, the disciples were learning that as followers of Jesus they had to play a dual role – there were times when they were called to be followers, disciples, people called to learn, listen and watch Jesus.  Then there were other times when they were called to be apostles, people sent out to act on what they had learned as disciples – as what we hear in today’s gospel.  Often times we think that there was one clear transition from one to the other; from discipleship to apostleship.  During the life of Jesus, they were disciples.  Following the resurrection and ascension, they were apostles.  But today’s Gospel is a clear example that it was not a single transformation.  When the seventy were sent out and returned with joy, Jesus says to them, “Do not rejoice at this, but rejoice that your names are written in heaven.” The same is true for us.  

We stand today after returning from Yakama – people who were sent out to be witnesses and to be changed, and return with joy reflecting on the work we accomplished. But the work is not over.  Not only will we be sent out again as apostles, but there is work to be done as disciples – the work of learning, listening and watching.  And making room for More Jesus.  Amen.  

