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Text: Luke 9:1-7 (NIV)

You Want Me to Do WHAT, Lord?

How much do you trust God?  Would you get out of a boat in the bay and walk across the water in a storm because Jesus told you to?  Peter did, and Jesus saved him from drowning when his faith faltered.  Would you agree to be a spokesman for God in front of the President and Congress if God had a message for our nation?  Would you trust God’s promise to give you the words you would need?  Would you believe that he means it when he says, “Don’t be afraid; I will go with you”?  Jeremiah did, and though reluctant to go, he trusted God and relied on his power and grace.  Jeremiah became God’s spokesman to his generation (NLT commentary on “Jeremiah,” 1206-08).  
As Ryan pointed out last week, we Christians today have a long history of examples, in the Bible, in world events, and in our own lives, that show us who God is and what he does, and that he can be depended on.  Jesus’ first disciples had no such knowledge or experience on which to base their faith.  When Jesus sent them out on their first mission trip, they had been with him only a short time, even though in that short time they had seen him cast out demons, heal the sick, and perform miracles.  They had to wonder -- what if he wasn’t who he said he was?  Here they were, newly appointed disciples, being asked to undertake a mission trip to announce the arrival of the kingdom of God, and, like Jesus, to cast out demons and heal the sick.  At the very least, this could be a dangerous journey.  Yet each man was instructed to go alone.  We all know there’s safety in numbers, or at least moral support if you have a friend along, but Jesus sent them out alone.  They had to trust God for everything.   Maybe they could talk about the Kingdom of God as they traveled to each town and village, but perform miracles in the name of Jesus?  This was going to take some faith.

And not only that, Jesus said don’t stop to pack.  Don’t pick up some snacks at the corner store.  Take nothing with you, he commanded!  Don’t call ahead for reservations at the best hotel.  They would be accepting the hospitality of townspeople, and who knew what that might mean.  They might be sharing the stable with a donkey or eating food cooked by a less than skilled chef.  Part of Jesus’ reasoning was that he didn’t want his men mistaken for the usual traveling prophet or teacher who made a living by begging or being paid to teach or preach.  His disciples represented the Son of God who was bringing God’s kingdom to a dark world.  People should be able to see they were different.  More importantly, he wanted to impress on his disciples that in order to announce the kingdom, cast out demons and heal the sick they would have to be totally dependent on God to sustain their lives and give them the divine power and authority to perform such acts. 


Times have changed, but Jesus’ call on his disciples is the same.  Just as when he sent out those first disciples, Jesus calls you and me to act in faith, not knowing where that might lead, and he promises to sustain us no matter where we go or what we do.  And we know he means that, and that he can.  He doesn’t promise safety, but he does promise that he will walk with us through whatever happens.  The job he calls us to do, or how he wants us to do it, is less important.  Faith and our willingness to believe God and depend on him are what matter.  God calls his people to do many different tasks in many different ways as he brings in his kingdom.  But some things never change.  Those first disciples had to go in faith, depending on God for everything, and so do we if we answer his call.

God calls us in some pretty remarkable, even risky ways.  Listen to this story about a man, a disciple, who answered Jesus’ call to go and announce the kingdom and to take nothing with him.   Like the first disciples, this man listened to Jesus’ instructions, and in faith and complete dependency on God he answered the call.  His name is Daniel, and this is the story of his encounter with a man named Richard Ryan in a small town in Indiana.  Richard Ryan writes this story of the meeting.  (Richard Ryan.  “The Day I Met Daniel.”  Stories for a Faithful Heart, compiled by Alice Gray.  Sisters, OR: Multnomah [for Guideposts], 2000.  81-85.) 
“It was an unusually cold day for the month of May. . . I sat with two friends in the picture window of a quaint restaurant just off the corner of the town square. . . . As we talked, my attention was drawn outside, across the street.  There, walking into town, was a man who appeared to be carrying all his worldly goods on his back.  He was carrying a well-worn sign that read, ‘I will work for food.’  We finished our meal and went our separate ways.”  
After doing his errands, Richard Ryan passed the town square again and saw the man on the steps of the church.  He parked and approached the man.

“‘Looking for the pastor?’ I asked.

‘Not really,’ he replied. ‘Just resting.’
“Would you like to have lunch with me?’

‘Do you have some work I could do for you?’

‘No work . . . but I would like to take you to lunch.’

‘Sure,’ he replied with a smile.

‘Where you headed?’

‘St. Louis.’
‘From?’

‘Oh, all over; mostly Florida.’

‘How long you been walking?’

‘Fourteen years,’ came the reply.

I knew I had met someone unusual. . . . Then Daniel’s story began to unfold.  He had seen some rough times early in life.  He’d made some wrong choices and reaped the consequences.  Fourteen years earlier while backpacking across the country, he had stopped on the beach in Daytona.  He tried to hire on with some men who were putting up a large tent and some equipment.  A concert, he thought.  He was hired, but the tent would house not a concert but revival services, and in those services he would see life more clearly.  He gave his life over to God.

‘Nothing’s been the same since,’ he said.  ‘I felt the Lord telling me to keep walking, and so I did, some fourteen years now.’
‘Ever think of stopping?’ I asked.

‘Oh, once in a while, when it seems to get the best of me.  But God has given me this calling.  I give out Bibles.  That’s what’s in my pack.  I work to buy food and Bibles, and I give them out when his Spirit leads.’

I sat amazed.  My homeless friend was not homeless.  He was on a mission and lived this way by choice.  The question burned inside for a moment and then I asked: ‘What’s it like?’ . . . .

‘Oh, it was humiliating at first,’ Daniel admitted. . . . But then it became humbling to realize that God was using me to touch lives and change peoples’ concepts of other folks like me.’  

‘Where you headed from here?’ I asked.

‘Well, I found a little map on the back of this amusement park coupon.’

‘Are you hoping to hire on there for a while?’

‘No, I just figure I should go there.  I figure someone under that star right there needs a Bible, so that’s where I’m going next.’”  (Gray 84).
Are you and I called to do something as radical as Daniel’s fourteen years of wandering?  Maybe.  Maybe not.  We all are, however, called.  Just like those first disciples did, will we do whatever Jesus asks not knowing what to expect and go anyway?  
For most of us, dependency isn’t easy.  Controlling the events of our lives often seems safer and more comfortable.  We know we’re supposed to depend on God.  We know God is dependable.  But in reality how much of our everyday lives do we hold back?  How often do we exclude God from everyday decision making and problem solving?  I read a story about a woman named Gwen who, at her friends’ urgings, relocated to a new job in a different town.  This move led to a series of complications in her life, both on the job and in her personal relationships.  She became increasingly frustrated as she tried to cope with her new situation.  The more she relied solely on her own reasoning the more confused and frustrated she got.  She finally confessed to her friend and to God that she had never asked God in the first place about making the move.   Now instead of trusting God and asking for his direction she was still relying on her own judgment and feelings and doing what she wanted.  The breakthrough for her came when she stopped trying to control the course of events and started praying for God’s control.  (Diann Walker.  Blissfully Yours.  N.Y.: Steeple Hill Books, 2006.)
Depending on God means believing that God provides and acting on it.  Putting one foot in front of the other as you cross the street because you know that God will give you what you need to do the work he sends you to do.  You don’t think about it.  You pray.  You listen.  You open the door and walk out into the street even though your friends and family think you’re crazy because you’ve made no plans.  You just go.  You believe God’s words in Jeremiah 29:11:  “For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the Lord, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.”  You believe him even though you really can’t imagine how in the world he’s going to accomplish the task he’s sending you on.  That kind of faith also requires humility.  You and I are not in charge, and for most of us that’s tough to accept.  

The first disciples took nothing and went alone.  Will God send us unequipped every time?  Maybe.  Maybe not.  However, that first mission trip by the first disciples was not intended to be a physical model for the Christian life, or a model for how mission trips should be conducted.  There’s no evidence that the early churches typically followed that practice.  Yet that first sending out of the disciples modeled the faith, dependency, and humility that we need in order to answer Jesus’ call on our lives.  To be a disciple, we have to be willing to give up control over how we live and how we answer God’s call.  
In Durham, North Carolina, a young Baptist minister and his wife did just that.  They started Rutba House, what they call an “intentional Christian community” made up of men and women in their 20s and 30s who answered God’s call to provide a stable Christian ministry in a poor, crime-ridden neighborhood in Durham.  (Cameron Lawrence.  “The Craft of Stability: Discovering the Art of Staying Put.”  In Touch.  Jan. 2011. 21-23.)  Some are married couples with children; others are single.  The remarkable thing is that these people have committed to being a family together for the rest of their lives.  The rest of their lives.  They will not move on to the next, better adventure if things get tough at home.  Their group occupies three houses on the block.  They agree to practice biblical principles for getting along and solving problems.  They eat and pray together.  They share 40 percent of their income, household chores, living space, and ministry efforts.  They all attend the church around the corner.  Part of their ministry is to tutor and mentor local children.  But mainly they live as a stable Christian family “seeking to do as the apostle Paul admonished . . . striving together to work in the body of Christ” (21).  Is God calling you and me to live in such a radical way?  Maybe.  Maybe not.  But he IS calling us to be willing.  He IS calling us to do something that requires us to go by faith, depending on him for strength, provision and the ability to get the job done.

In his commentary on the theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s book The Cost of Discipleship, Jon Walker has this to say about Jesus’ call on our lives.  “The call of Jesus is not to an isolated ivory tower, where we discuss the meaning of life and try to figure out an intellectual or philosophical approach to Christian ethics.  Jesus didn’t come to give answers; he is the answer.  He doesn’t talk about love; he shows us his love.  Jesus works up a sweat; he rolls up his sleeves, gets on his knees, and washes our feet with his blood, sweat, and tears.  He waded into the masses, touching them, one-by-one.  They could look into his eyes, feel his warmth, smell his breath and hear him whisper, ‘You are healed.  I am with you now.’ . . .  As disciples of Jesus, we are called to face-to-face compassion with those in need.  He teaches us to help those in need regardless of how we feel about them or what we think about them. . . .”  
You and I are called every day to go somewhere, however far or near, and do something, however big or small.  Jesus is using us as he brings in the kingdom.  Every day.
Jon Walker goes on to say that Jesus, ‘our master teacher,’ says the same thing to us that he said to those first disciples.  [Jesus] says, ‘in effect, “I’m not going to keep doing this ministry by myself.  I want you to be able to do it too.  So, come, work with me and see how the Father fills you with his compassion.”  As Paul says in Ephesians, God enables us by his “mighty power at work within us [power that is] able to accomplish infinitely more than we would ever dare to ask or hope (Ephesians 3:20 NLT)”’” (Walker 190-91).
