Ideas for Preaching for Outreach Sunday, September 30, 2007

1.  On the 25th of August I was asked to aid in the performance of a local juggler at the Farmer’s Market in Des Moines.  When first hearing the request was partly due to “broad shoulders” my brother asked, “Are you going to stand up there and juggle?”  It was hard to hide the surprise on my face when the juggler said, “Actually, yes.”  There are few words in the English language that can encompass the variety of thoughts and fears running through my head at that point in time.  I did not want to be responsible for the death or injury of this young capable juggler.  With a great deal of hesitation I let her climb onto my shoulders and proceed to STAND and juggle clubs.  She did all the work and I simply offered my shoulders.  It was an incredible experience that almost did not happen because of my fears and speculation.  This is often our experience in the church.  There are many awesome and incredible ways that God envisions ministry, a ministry in which God does much of the work through the Holy Spirit, yet our fears and speculations get in the way and become obstacles.  In Psalm 146, the psalmist reminds us of the role of the church and individual in this simple calling: to praise and trust in the Lord.  Everything else listed in the psalm is the work of the Lord in our midst.  Instead of becoming entangled in our fears, let us, too, live that calling of praise and trust.  Freed through grace, let us be empowered to walk with God, to offer our hands and feet, ears and voice, even our shoulders. 

2.  In the closing verses of this Gospel passage we see a different side to the rich man as he pleads for the safety of his family.  Yes, it is still his own family and not a calling out for justice throughout the world, but nonetheless it is a character development.  His concern grows out of his present reality and he looks to aid those with whom he is the closest, his immediate family.  In the middle of his torturous reality we see repentance and outreach.  The response he is given: “If they do not listen to Moses and the prophets, neither will they be convinced even if someone rises from the dead.”  If you look beyond the rich man’s request for the return of the martyr from the dead, beyond the irony of Christ foreshadowing his own death and resurrection, beyond the venire of scare tactics and the warning that the world will not listen, there exists a glimpse of the true heart of the gospel: grace.  The response doubts the five brothers will listen and then respond to the message from the grave.  That may have changed, they may have not.  Proclamation, however, is not speculation.  What we know is the story of one resurrected from the tomb and appearing to the world.  It wasn’t an appearance for family alone.  It was not even a private appearance for those who knew Christ.  Instead, it is a radical story of public proclamation: Christ is Risen!  It is in the public nature of the resurrection that the story spreads.  It was not only a story for the disciples to experience and share with the world, but we hear accounts of encounters with random strangers in the midst of daily life.  It also calls us to look beyond our own walls and sidewalks, across the street and through our neighborhoods.  The Gospel is not a story to be experienced by individuals or isolated communities, but instead it is to be lived in the world.

3.  In The Cost of Discipleship, Deitrich Bonhoeffer writes: “It is their baptism into the Body of Christ which assures all Christians of their full share in the life of Christ and the Church. It is wrong, and contrary to the New Testament, to limit the gift of baptism to participation in the sermon and the Lord's Supper, i.e. to participation in the means of grace, or to the right to hold office or perform a ministry in the Church. On the contrary, baptism confers the privilege of participation in all the activities of the Body of Christ in every department of life. To allow a baptized brother to take part in the worship of the Church, but to refuse to have anything to do with him in everyday life, is to subject him to abuse and contempt. If we do that, we are guilty of the very Body of Christ.”  How often does this become our reality?  It is likely not in the same severity as the rich man’s treatment of Lazarus.  It may not even be something about which we are aware, but the question remains: how often does this become our reality.  In the grand scheme of things it is easy to get along once a week for an hour or two.  It is similar to other areas in life.  We make sacrifices or compromises for the good of the order and then successfully avoid certain people for approximately 166 to 334 hours (possibly more) depending on attendance.  Sometimes the welcome doesn’t even extend into the fellowship time within the walls of the church.  Yet, the Gospel calls us to more.  It calls us into community, one without walls and barriers.  In the plea of the rich man to send Lazarus to his family to urge them to reach out, we also receive a wake-up call that interrupts us and calls us into fellowship with our own neighbors.  It isn’t always comfortable and stretches many beyond the normal levels of comfort. However, we Lutherans, have both the theology and diversity to reach out to the whole world, one street at a time, and walk with God in ministry. 
4.  Archbishop Oscar Romero once said, "The church would betray its own love for God and its fidelity to the gospel if it stopped being a defender of the rights of the poor.” This ideology goes far beyond the ministry of this Salvadoran.  There are many that have held this same truth and have become martyred because of it. The west front of Westminster Abbey holds testimony to this in a series of 10 statues of 20th century martyrs. These stories of martyrdom are not isolated occurrences and are meant to represent not only those who have died, but the many that are still persecuted and martyred for their faith and desire to see all people treated equally.  Most of the stories are profoundly centered on human rights and social advocacy; they are stories of a church active in the lives of the people.  Any one of these stories would be an amazing illustration of the way a single person, through the grace of God, is able to impact the lives of many.  What is it that threatens leaders about advocacy and walking in solidarity with the poor and oppressed?  Why is it that when the church truly walks with the poor and empowers the masses into their own voice we find new stories of martyrdom?  More importantly, if the call of Jesus to walk with the poor and oppressed is threatening to the world, does the church simply turn away?  That is a difficult quest with no easy answers.  What we do know: there are people in need here in Western Iowa.  We do not need to look to other countries to see poverty and oppression.  We do not need to look to the bigger cities to find people in need.  Instead, we can look in our own neighborhoods and search for ways that we can walk with those in need. For every one of these dynamic stories of faithful service there are thousands of others that are living their calling in less famous, but equally faithful ways.  There are no cookie-cutter solutions for outreach, only stories to be heard, experiences to be lived, and then see where the Spirit is guiding.   
For more information on the Westminster Abbey display, visit http://circ.mgpu.ru/works/40/IljushinaOV/myweb3/Christian%20Martyrs%20Statues.htm
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