It was an all too typical morning for John.  He was on the car phone talking with his office while stuck in morning traffic on 485.  The weekend had been difficult.  It was his weekend with his two, now teenage, kids.  The divorce had become final not long ago.  Between trips to the soccer game and dance recital on Saturday, there had been that two hour wait at the emergency room for x-rays to discover his son had a bad sprain but no break.  The visit cost upwards of $500.  John was glad it wasn’t serious but it took so much time and money.  Trying to handle the details of life seems so complex to John.

Complex and overwhelming!  That describes what was going on with the phone call.  John’s branch of the office is the target of downsizing.  He knows he will be letting his friends go soon but he can’t tell them yet.  He also knows he may be forced to relocate, or find a new job.  He doesn’t want to move.  Life is hard enough on his kids but being close to middle age, almost 50 now, he knows he would have a very difficult time competing for a new job.  Ageism, he laughs, feeling too clueless to be old.  

John still has work to do.  The technological developments in his area are driving a host of changes.  New terminology, new equipment, and no stability in expertise or job future and John’s reports need to be in by 8:30, and with traffic at a stand still he isn’t going to make it in time.  His engineering project will have to be sent by e-mail.  He doesn’t even like the project.  It is going to displace a lot of poor people for a new tech building. His daughter read about that in a school project where they make the kids search the web for local news. John wasn’t popular with his own daughter anyway.  She thinks since her Mom dates she can date too and he is pretty sure she is running with the wrong crowd.  The divorce wasn’t messy just long and drawn out.  She got the house and he moved into an apartment.  He feels alone there, alone at work, isolated with thousands of people stuck on the same road.  He wonders, “When did life get so complicated?”    

Jackie is 22 year old college graduate from a small Christian school.  She is going to do an internship at a technology company in the fall.  She is bright and knows all the latest gizmos and gadgetry.  She is packing her bags for the Summer to go to South Africa to win souls for Christ.  She thinks, “Those poor people are so isolated from the good things of this world.  At least I can give them something for the next.”  She is strangely disappointed to land in a thriving metropolis in Africa and be taken to a mega-church where thousands are in attendance.  She is surprised to meet a man who is from Africa who is going to Atlanta, Georgia to do mission work.  

What is Mission?  Where is mission done?  Mission is often seen as something exotic and almost romantic done overseas in strange lands.  Sometimes it is seen as a superior approach to life and faith; as in, my way of faith is best so conform to my beliefs and culture.  Sometimes mission is seen as an escape from this world to the next, God will reward your suffering in heaven just obey the current powers that be.  Some think mission is building a home or providing life skills.  Mission is about proclaiming that God is already at work in the world.
In Luke 9, Jesus sent the Twelve ahead of him, two by two. In Luke 10, 70 disciples are sent by twos. The number twelve would remind the hearers of the twelve tribes of Israel, while the number seventy would remind hearers of the Gentiles. The Jews believed that there were 70 nations traceable back to Genesis 10. The progression from twelve disciples in chapter 9 to the 70 disciples in chapter 10 hints that the Gentiles or all the nations would also be recipients of the gospel.  Luke is essentially saying the world is God’s mission field.  Jesus tells them to take nothing with them so they would fully trust that it was God and not them who was at work.  Their guidelines were simple:   Take nothing. Go where they were received.   Eat what was set before them. Do the works of Christ.  Proclaim the kingdom of God in places where they were welcomed.  Wipe the dust off their feet in protest against places where they were rejected.  The message was simply profound too, “The Kingdom is here.” 

The question for us is who are we in this scripture?  Are we the laborers being sent into the field? Many assume we are.  Are we the ones who are ripe for harvest ripe for spiritual maturity?  Are we the naysayers who turn away the disciples?  Are we the ones standing by simply listening? Who are we? We are the disciples.  Let’s say we are the disciples being sent today.  If the harvest is plenty, where are we to go?  Where is the harvest ready?  Where is God at work in the world?
The mission of Christ is to gather up all that the Spirit has been preparing before hand.  The mission of the Spirit is life-giving and life enhancing.  The Spirit brings freedom from all the forces and fears that destroy human life, and freedom for the fullness of life in the just and peaceful community that God intends.  Where we see oppression and injustice, the Spirit of God is at work long before the people of God can act as the body of Christ.  God is already working.      

As we speak, while churches in Europe and America have been shrinking, churches in Africa, Latin America, China, Japan, North Korea and South Korea have grown exponentially.  2/3 of  Christians live outside the United States.  The church is booming across the globe.  The harvest is plenty our scripture says.  And many say that as America celebrates our independence we have also become a new kind of mission field.  America’s faith looks different than it did just thirty years ago between the internet, religious diversity, the rise of evangelical faith with the decline in protestant faith.  Feelings of isolation in the job market, broken families, a global community without personal connections.  Many are starving for spiritual renewal and transformation.  But many also feel like the church isn’t relevant to them.  They are spiritual but not religious. They think Christians are all dogmatic and trying to number count souls or to behind the times to have meaning for their life.  Those perceptions are not the truth about God at work here.
I remember having a conversation with a friend of mine who was raised Methodist.  Her parents took a turn in their personal faith and started hounding my friend about her faith.  They began asking her to accept Jesus to which she replied she had. But apparently not with enough conviction for her parents.  She was heartbroken in many ways because faith was driving a wedge between her family.  She firmly believed in God and Christ was for her but she didn’t believe in the aggressiveness with which her parents began demanding her faith be confessed.  She would often say, “I am a good person, I volunteer, I love my friends, I love God but not the way my parents do.  Her parents thought she was a mission for them to save.”  My friend really began to struggle with her faith.  She asked me if I thought a baby in China who hadn’t heard the gospel was saved.
Really she was asking, “Trey does God love me if I am not like my parents? Trey do you think God is really that big, that good and that loving. Do you think God is at work in the world?  Do you think God knows my heart.  Is God better than we can understand?” “Yes!”  The questions about babies in China had little to do with babies in China.  She was asking about her self.  Does God love me?  “Yes!”  That is God’s mission to be at work in the world in ways we can’t understand.  Wherever there is isolation, oppression,  or God’s freedom is inhibited, we will find Christ at work.   The Spirit has the power of God to step over boundaries, to break down cultural barriers of faith and dogma, to end alienation in a crowded new world, to end isolation isolating in the life of not only Americans in a brave new world but peoples from every continent and every walk of life.  
The Spirit is at work here in our lives, in our families, and in America.  The new paradigm for mission is a shift in thought from being ego-centric: “We know the truth and will bring Christ to you,” to being Christo-centric, “We see Christ at work in the world already.” It is not our work, God has already done it.  We can travel with nothing but the clothes on our back trusting that it is God who is working.  The change is also for the whole community.  We don’t have to wait to see what everybody else is doing.  Two people can be a mission team. Go on a new mission. The challenge friends is to see where God is at work. Many are starving for full spiritual maturity in this new land.   The harvest is plenty the workers are few.  Where is God working in your world? Trust that the Spirit is at work here reforming the church to have an ancient faith meet the needs of a new world.  Amen.    
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