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“Sent with Power”

2 Corinthians 12:2-10 & Mark 6:1-13
I remember Elder Mickle.  At nineteen I was nearing the end of my teenage years.  I had moved back to Kona on the island of Hawaiʻi after dropping out of business school.  I rented what we called a coffee land house for $25.00 with an outhouse and a wooden tank that served as a catchment for rain water.  I worked at the counter of Sandy’s Drive-In in Kainaliu cooking hamburgers, hot dogs, and French fries and serving up saimin and plate lunches that were prepared in the back kitchen by Sandy herself.

One day Elder Mickle showed up at the door of my coffee land house with another elder and over the course of six visits, I made the decision to be baptized as a member of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints.  I became an active member of the Honaunau Ward of the church and after less than two years, I made the decision to return to school - this time to Kapi‘olani Community College when it was located next to McKinley High School.
My time as a member of the church was short-lived because of the concern I had over the exclusion of African Americans from the priesthood.  We were taught that when Cain killed his brother Abel, all of Cain’s descendants would be people of “dark skin” and that as a consequence of his sin they would not be able to enter the priesthood.  In the years that followed that teaching and doctrine of the church has changed and while I have other concerns about the church, I have come to appreciate the church’s commitment to mission.

It is not difficult to recognize Mormon missionaries – always men traveling in pairs dressed in white shirts, black ties, and black trousers.  The name tags are there to be seen.  These days they ride about on bicycles with backpacks.

It is also not difficult to recognize Jehovah’s Witnesses as they walk about our neighborhoods in pairs dressed neatly and always with brief cases in hand - whether men or women - filled with copies of the Watch Tower magazine and other publications.  While I have concerns about some of their teachings and doctrines, I have also come to appreciate the commitment Witnesses have made to mission.
Whatever we may say about the teachings and doctrines of any of our churches, we know how difficult it is for us to step out into the world to share our faith.  Perhaps for most of us it is not that we are on the receiving end of being rejected but that we find ourselves saying, “No thank you” whenever a Mormon missionary or Jehovah’s witness shows up at our door.

Despite whatever rejections they may experience, they continue their work.  The same may be said of others in our Protestant, Catholic and Orthodox churches who continue their work.  

If you have ever grown up in a tradition that was Pentecostal, evangelical or charismatic you know the pressure of being told that “going out into the world to witness to our faith” is something we are “commanded” to do.  After returning to Kapiʻolani Community College I found myself involved in a church whose tradition included an unabashed commitment to “taking it to the streets.”
In looking back over the years I realize now that it seemed odd that the street we found ourselves on was Kalākaua Avenue located in the most commercial district for visitors who travel to our shores.  We were trained and ready to go forth into the world of Waikiki.  I’ve often wondered if our lives would have taken a different course if we found ourselves on Hotel Street – the red light district in downtown Honolulu instead.
Whatever the destination may have been our training and time of preparation included an opportunity to reflect on the reading that comes to us from The Gospel According to Mark this 
morning.  Whatever rejection we were to experience would come not from those we knew or those who knew us, but from strangers on the street.  
In one sense, the rejection was less painful than what Jesus had to go through when he returned to Nazareth.  Although he is aware that the disciples will face rejection, Jesus places himself in a precarious situation when he returns home to Nazareth.

Those in Nazareth knew him as a carpenter, as Mary’s son, as sibling to four brothers and several sisters.  Three words capture their response to Jesus:  “astonished” (verse 2); “offended” (verse 3); and “disbelieving” (verse 6).  It simply was not possible that Jesus could speak and teach with such wisdom and power.
Yet that is what Mark emphasizes in his account of Jesus’ life.  Mark’s “attention is upon the power and authority of the word of Jesus, the word that exorcizes, heals, and proclaims the good news of the kingdom” of God.  (Preaching Through the Christian Year B, Craddock, Hayes, Holladay, & Tucker, Trinity International Press, Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, 1993, page 336)  That was the word to the early church that Mark knew.  That same word is to us as a church today.
Today there are those who are called to go forth from the church to the “villages” of the world.  Not everyone among us is called to serve in missions.  So whether we find ourselves walking the neighborhoods of our communities or not, there are ways in which we are each called to give an account of the hope that is in us.

The early disciples were “instructed not to take extra provisions but to depend on the hospitality of those who receive them.  Neither are they to move around looking for the most comfortable lodgings, but rather they are to stay where they are first received.  They are not told to pronounce judgment on the inhospitable and unbelieving, but simply to follow the custom of shaking off the dust from the places where they are rejected.”  (Op. cit.)
So it is that they carry the word and the power of Jesus himself with them.  It is a word and power we carry with us in our lives as well.

Michael L. Lindvall, the pastor of Brick Presbyterian Church in New York City, reminds us that it is not so easy for Christians to go out into the world to share that word.  “We don’t want to be pushy or to offend,” he said, “and we are not sure we know the right words.  Many Christians would sooner talk about anything else:  sex, their salary, anything but what they believe about God.”  (Preaching the Revised Common Lectionary, Feasting on the Word, Bartlett & Taylor, Year B, Volume 3, Westminster/John Knox Press, Louisville, Kentucky, 2009, page 216)
But our reading from The Gospel According to Mark insists that in spite of the potential for rejection - whether we are anxious or embarrassed or afraid – telling the story of our faith with words is part of the claim that Jesus lays upon the early disciples and upon us today.  (Op. cit.)  We know what Lindvall means when he reminds us that we “need not have polished words, sophisticated theology, or fine-tuned dogma to speak of . . . faith.  (We) are simply called to speak the truth in love, from the heart, in (our) own words, and never be ashamed.”  (Op. cit.)
The truth be told – we do not need to go out into the world to villages on distant continents and islands to share our faith.  While Jesus may have called upon the disciples to go out to the villages and while some of us may be called to serve as missionaries in distant places to share our faith, we need only to look around ourselves – in our families, in our places of work and play, and in our communities.  
While some may reject and refuse to receive the good news, there will be those who will welcome the transforming power of God into their lives. (Mark 1:14-15; 1:32-39; 3:7-12) But whatever the response may be we proclaim our faith in Christ’s name strengthened and empowered by the bread and the cup that we share on this day.  
Thanks be to God.  Amen. 
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