UNWAVERING ADHERENCE TO THE MISSION

Mark 1:38

Feb. 5, 2012


First quarter numbers were in and they were staggering. Statistics revealed astounding results, far beyond anyone's expectations. The growth was phenomenal. Popularity was soaring and word was spreading like wildfire. “And the whole city was gathered together at the door.”


Barely three months into His three year journey, Jesus was attracting so much attention it was becoming difficult for Him to find time for solace away from the crowds. Simon found him, and in what sounds like a gentle chiding, said, “Everyone is looking for you, Jesus. Come on, guy. You cannot run off like this. Your fans need you. We need you. The Jews need you. The world needs you.”


 The disciples must have been nearly giddy at the sight of the crowds. Visions of grandeur must have filled their heads and peppered their private discussions. They could almost taste the longed-for eradication of the pagan Romans. At this rate, within two to three years, the whole region would be following Jesus, and the time would be ripe for a revolt. 


If things kept going the way they were, this train would be nearly unstoppable. Once Jesus was installed as King, the glory days of God's people would return. David's mighty kingdom would pale in comparison. Bigger temples needed to be built. Larger facilities would be needed to accommodate the rapid influx of new converts. Talk about a success story.


But then, sometime near the end of the second year, something changed. Signs of trouble began to appear. Discussions between Jesus and the ruling Jewish class turned hostile. Clashes with people began to be a daily occurrence. It hit them like a tidal wave one day, when the disciples stood dumbfounded as hundreds walked away from Jesus. They must have felt like the bottom dropped out. The visions of grandeur became nightmares of disaster. Their dreams burst into a thousand little pieces. Their kingdom hopes were in massive free fall. The ministry was hemorrhaging followers, and instead of attempting to woo them back, Jesus seemed bent on chasing more away. 


Then, Jesus himself began to hint at an unwelcome end. End? No, things were just getting started! Instead of riding the wave of popularity all the way to the throne, Jesus talked of betrayal, being handed over, suffering, and worst of all, dying. He talked about leaving them for a while. No, they all shouted. You can't. Not now. 


The growth chart continued to plummet at a frightening rate. Arguments broke out among the twelve as they bickered with one another over who was the greatest, who was the closest, who was the most important, who was the most loved. Peter, and maybe others, attempted to force their agenda onto Jesus. They wanted him to conform to their plan, their vision, their will. It wasn't too late to turn things around. We can still right this ship and make her sail into glory, Master. We've got a plan. 


So did God. The problem was it wasn't a plan based upon man's criteria for success. It wasn't a plan that any committee had reviewed beforehand, in order to tweak it and improve upon it. In fact, if a committee had reviewed God's plan, they would have soundly and unanimously vetoed it. 


Jesus himself seemed to ignore the ups and downs. He seemed to ignore what the statistics were telling everyone else. No matter what the statistics indicated, He exhibited an unwavering adherence to the mission, the Father's mission, for which He had been sent. “Let us go on to the next towns, that I may preach there also, for that is why I came out.” 


His unwavering commitment to the Father's priorities stood in sharp contrast to the disciples' misguided notions. Other things took precedence for them, other desires, selfish desires. Their own private agendas conflicted with Jesus' one agenda. They misunderstood the mission and they did not comprehend why it was necessary, as Jesus told them many times, for Him to die. 


Not die just for them, but for others, all the others. Their friends, their family, their fellow Jews, their fellow human beings, in their time and throughout all of time. They didn't understand that His death would be the catalyst for the church's inception and growth, a growth that at the time of Jesus' death, was the last thing on their minds and the very last thing they expected would be the result of that tragic death, what they could only see as a stunning defeat.


Jesus' highest goal and motivation was and is always to fulfill the Father's command. He had come to save mankind from eternal death and destruction. He had come to be led as the Lamb to the slaughter for the redemption of the whole world. Nothing was to deter Him from that mission. No one and nothing was to be allowed to get in the way. No matter if they all abandoned Him or not as He hung on the cross, Jesus' unswerving devotion to the full completion of the mission was paramount. Statistically, by the time He died, the ministry was a dismal failure. Crowds that once numbered in the thousands, now stood at four. 


The first six month report was in, and the numbers were staggering. Conservative estimates of growth had been exceeded. 45 turned into 70, and the original group of people who ventured forth with godly determination must have been a little bit giddy with excitement. Projections had been blown away as the statistics revealed phenomenal increases. Some began to think that early estimates might have to be revisited and adjusted. 


It must have been a heady experience, to sit in that crowded place those Sundays. It  must have felt like a holy pat on the back, a divine standing ovation. The mission had taken off like a shot and the anticipation of what was to come must have been nothing short of invigoratingly exciting.


But, then, cracks began to appear. Some suggested doing things differently. Others were saying no, stay the course. Suddenly, almost overnight, a split appeared. Emotions ran high and heated. Feelings were hurt, offense was given, harsh words were spoken. 


Loss occurred. Painful loss. Unwanted loss. You stood dumbfounded as some left the church family. It must have felt as if the congregation had been violently ripped in two by some unseen hand. The dreams of continued growth burst into a thousand pieces. It must have been nearly unbearable to endure.  


Since then, it has been a roller coaster ride, hasn't it? The highs of buying this building, remodeling it, and finally worshiping here were nothing less than exciting. Many have come into the fellowship here, though not at the rate you once saw or hoped for. Yet sadly, others, friends, have departed. Doubts have crept in, and some may be detecting another crack. We're left with questions, and no definitive explanations. The trend is not going in the right direction. Fear and doubt and apprehension are washing over us. What are we to do?  


How do we keep the main thing the main thing? How do we maintain an unwavering adherence to the mission, as Jesus did? How do we avoid the tendency we all have of losing focus and having misplaced agendas and mixed up priorities? How do we succeed at being faithful, in spite of what may appear to be obvious signs of failure? 


We begin where it all began. We return to the Lord our God, who is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. We run collectively as the body of Christ and individually as children of the Heavenly Father back to the cross. There, we lay at his feet our failings, our distractions, our loss of focus, our anger, our resentment, our bitterness and frustrations, our sins. 


We beg Jesus to forgive us for not trusting that His wisdom and His ways are best. We beseech Him to wipe away the doubts and fears that His plan is not the best plan. We pray He will strengthen us to stay focused, faithful, and filled with the holy desire to keep doing the work He has ordained for us to do. 


And there, at that cross, as one body, we receive from Him again the forgiveness his blood has bought for us. We open our hands and our hearts and He hands us His amazing grace that has always been freely found here. We give up our personal agendas and anything that would deter us from an unwavering commitment to the mission the Father has given us and we promise again to follow Him unswervingly. The cross and the empty tomb are the main thing that we need to keep as the main thing. 


Then, having been forgiven, we take that precious gift from the Savior and we turn around and offer it to those who stand next to us. We give it to our fellow members here whom we may have had disagreements with. An with humble repentance and words of apology, we hold out our hands to receive this gift from them as well. 


Having repented of our wrongs, having been freely forgiven and made clean in the blood of the Lamb, having been assured that by Christ's death and resurrection, we are reminded that we are still the people of God and the church will go on. By faith, we let go of the doubts and questions and refocus our eyes of faith on the plan. God has a plan for Trinity. It is a good plan, a godly plan. It is the Gospel plan.


Did you know that at least 61 people, non-members, came through our doors for Sunday worship last year? Some were, ahem, repeat offenders, other just once. They were family, parents, grandparents, children, grandchildren, friends and neighbors. 61 people that through your invitation God pushed, cajoled, prodded, gently guided, and maybe even dragged in here. 


He sat them down next to you, in your pew, of all places, for worship with you. And God stood back with a contented look on his face and a satisfied smile. There, God said. They are exactly where I want them to be this day. And you probably didn't see it, but through the liturgy or the hymns or the readings or the Bible study, God may have worked a miracle in one of those visitors. The seed was planted. Will it grow? Only God knows.  


Let us never make light of this important fact that God uses your witness to get people here. God brings them here because He knows that no matter what Sunday it is, those visitors, friends, family, whoever, will hear the Good news of Christ. He knows and He trusts that we will be faithful in proclaiming the truth of God's Word. No statistic can indicate that faithfulness or success you have achieved in doing what God sent you to do.  


And you did it, with a faithfulness that gives God reason to smile. Every person who sits next to you or across from you hears the same thing you hear every Sunday. For our sins, Jesus was crucified. For our justification, He was raised from the dead. For the promise of eternal life, He lives. For the assurance of hope in the midst of trouble, comfort in the midst of grief, faith in the face of doubt, and strength in times of weakness, Jesus is the answer. Those baptized here were baptized in the name of our Triune God. Disciples were made through the Word taught. People were encouraged to cherish and treasure and hold close all that Jesus had said. 


That, brothers and sisters in Christ, is the mission that God has given us to do. The Father expects to find an unwavering adherence to that mission here and in every church. We are to make sure, we are to guarantee, that whoever God pushes, prods, gently moves or drags in here will hear Christ and Him crucified preached, spoken, sung, and lived.


So, keep at it, Trinity. Keep inviting people. Keep talking to people. Keep focusing on the most important thing to focus on. Keep trusting God to create faith when and where He pleases. Most certainly pray that He would bless us with new members, yet always with the “Thy will be done” to end the prayer.

 
Stay the course, in season and out. Love one another as Christ has loved you. Be ready to give an answer for the hope that is in you, the hope planted in you by the Spirit, using the Word and the Sacraments. Beseech the Lord to preserve us from misplaced priorities, to keep us focused, and to give us the strength and determination to not let anything or anyone else set the agenda for this church. Turn your eyes to Jesus, keep them there, and He will work all things out for the good of this body, His body. Amen. 
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