January 24, 2010
Living Christ’s Mission

1 Corinthians 12:12-31a, Luke 4:14-21

Jesus is back in Nazareth, hometown boy made good, and his home congregation can’t wait to hear him preach. Of all the passages he could have chosen, he picks one from the prophet Isaiah. “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,” it begins. And the Spirit is with him; it came powerfully when he was baptized in the Jordan River; it struggled mightily with Satan when he was in the wilderness being tempted. The Spirit of the Lord is upon him, and Jesus tells his people what the Spirit is sending him to do: give hope and freedom and healing to the poor, the captive, the oppressed and the blind. To the ‘least’ of the people in their midst. 

This passage from Luke is sometimes called “Jesus’ mission statement,” a “keynote to the entire ministry of Jesus.” If you look at his life through this lens, the rest of it all makes sense. This is what he came to do. 
Some would argue that it should be the church’s mission statement, too. Not just our church but every church should look at its life through this lens. We are ‘the body of Christ,’ after all. If we are to minister in his name, shouldn’t this also be what we are about in our life? Isn’t this what church is for? 

 “You are the body of Christ,” Paul tells the people of Corinth. He’s trying to get them back to their roots, back to the ministry of Jesus. Why is it so hard for them to understand this? Why are they so racked by divisions and competitions and mud-slinging with each other? No sooner are they a church than they start fighting about who’s alpha, who’s top dog, which one is God’s favorite. What went wrong? 

The writer Annie Dillard has said, “What a shame that so quickly on the heels of Christ came the Christians.” Christ is someone you can admire and even want to emulate. The Christians? Well, sometimes yes, sometimes not so much. Just look at all the back-stabbing and bickering. No wonder so many people would rather be ‘spiritual, not religious.’ 

Several years ago Barbara Brown Taylor wrote a book that took church leaders by surprise. Honestly, it was a shock. As an Episcopal priest, Taylor was one of the foremost preachers of our time. We would quote her sermons often in my lectionary group, jealous of her ability to put words together that pointed so clearly to the Word. She made the gospel come alive. 

And then she left the ministry. Her book was called Leaving Church, and it was a painful indictment of everything wrong in the church. In one passage she talks about doing baptisms, and the question that is always asked of the congregation, “Will you seek and serve Christ in all persons, loving your neighbor as yourself.” In the inside she would protest, “How could I possibly seek and serve Christ in all persons? Did the author of that [liturgy] have any idea how many hungry, needy, angry, manipulative, deeply ill people I saw in the course of a week?” 
In a rebuttal of sorts, UCC ministers Lillian Daniel and Martin Copenhaver wrote a book called This Odd and Wondrous Calling. Copenhaver notes that in his own life it has always been easier to find God in nature. One of his favorite places is the Grand Canyon. He writes, 

It’s not hard to feel close to God there, not only because of what is present, but also due to what is largely absent – the demands of living in community. The buttes don’t quarrel with one another. The California condors make no demands of the living. The rollicking streams offer only comforting words. there is no need to raise money for a sanctuary roof because the blue sky has already supplied it.

But to me, the affirmation that God can be found outside the church has never seemed like much of a claim. The true wonder is that God can be found inside the church, among quirky, flawed, and broken people who may have little in common and yet are bound to each other… God seems to like to surprise us by showing up in the most unlikely places, like a man from Nazareth and in a motley gathering of people known as church.

For better or worse, we are the body of Christ, and individually members of it. In a moment we’re going to be ordaining and installing leaders for this motley gathering, men and women called to lead us as elders and deacons for our church. It won’t always be easy. They will have to work hard. As you will hear in a moment in the “Constitutional Questions,” they will be asked much more than “Will you seek and serve Christ in all persons, loving your neighbor as yourself?” And only with the help of God will they be able to live into those demands we are about to place upon them. 
Their main job is to help us remember what we have been called to do. To be ‘the body of Christ,’ ministering in his name, living out the mission Jesus named when he began his ministry: a ministry of good news, of freedom, of healing to those who are the least and the lost. The ones, in fact, who are “hungry, needy, angry, manipulative, deeply ill people.” 

We are the church, his church. May we live up to this calling.

Rev. Karen Chakoian

First Presbyterian Church

Granville, OH 43023

� Lillian Daniel and Mark B. Copenhaver, This Odd and Wondrous Calling: The Public and Private Lives of Two Ministers, Grand Rapids, William B. Eerdmans, 2009; pp. 231-232. Thanks to Bob Dunham for citing this in his 2010 Moveable Feast paper on Isaiah 55:1-13.





