18th Sunday after Pentecost 09
African Mission   “Listen, God is Calling”

There is an inherent difficulty in preaching in that we might not communicate as clearly as we should, the message that we want you to hear.  Case in point, 10 years or so ago I had these very same lessons and I preached what I thought was an inspired sermon on the Gospel.  About divorce.  About how this text doesn’t mean what it seems to mean at first glance.  And about how God wants everyone in this Christian community.  Well the following week Pastor Walt got a call from someone concerned that I didn’t like divorced people.  Somewhere, I missed in the proclamation.


So, let me try and do better this morning.  In Jesus’ time, women were little more than property that husbands could dispose of on a whim.  “I divorce you.”  It’s in that context that Jesus says, no you can’t do that.  In Jesus’ time, children counted less than women.  (Not exactly what goes on today).  And Jesus says, the kingdom of heaven belongs to them.  And therein lies the message of the Gospel this morning.  Once again Jesus breaks the old barriers down and gives a new vision of the kingdom.  Where children are welcome.  Where women are given worth.  Where people are asked to see the kingdom in new and different ways.  Bottom line…probably a third of our Family of Faith has been divorced…and thankfully they come to this community and a communion table that welcomes them, and all people, in the full spirit of Christ’s kingdom.  And that’s what the Gospel is about.

Now, I’ll bet a few of you are sitting there wondering, “How’s he going to tie that to African Mission Sunday?”  Watch.


In 1953 a British Pastor and Bible translator named J.B. Phillips published a wonderful little book entitled “Your God is too Small.”  It’s tiny.  124 pages. But it more than many other books changed how a whole generation thought about God.  It was (and is) a staple in our seminaries.  Because it challenges us to move out of all the boxes we put God in and to turn the Biblical witness loose to change our lives.  Think of every image you had of God as a very young child…Phillips says a lot of us never outgrow those childhood images of God…Phillips says we need to grow and be touched by the fullness of God’s grace.  The bottom line…God will always be bigger than we can understand or imagine, so don’t let your sin limit your God and thereby your faith.

This morning I’d like to suggest that for too many people, their church is too small.  They have a hard time seeing beyond their building and their own little community.  They have a hard time seeing beyond their wants and their own parochial desires.  They have a hard time understanding that one, holy, catholic and apostolic are not theological terms for the confines of a building, but rather are God’s very definition for what the church should be.


That is why this Family of Faith travels regularly to a Soup Kitchen and an AIDS center in Newark.  Because the Church is there.  It is why we have Mission Partners in the Ironbound, in the hills of Tennessee and on the slopes of Kilimanjaro.  Our understanding of the church is not bound by geography or race; by nationality or gender or marital status; by age or sexual orientation.  We take seriously the fact that Christ has torn all the barriers down that our sin would build.  We welcome all people and we seek all people in doing the work of Christ and in sharing the Easter message of hope.

And we are blessed that for 19 years we have been partners with Masama Mboreny Lutheran Parish in Moshi, Tanzania on the slopes of Mt. Kilimanjaro.  (I hope you can come to the Forum today to learn more about these special sisters and brothers).  There is one story I have to share and I keep repeating it for those who have never heard it because it is so special.


This grand adventure, this partnership, began in 1990 when Pastor Ndemfo Masawe came and lived with us for 3 months; preaching, teaching and sharing the Gospel.  He came as a missionary from Tanzania to the United States, because the church there is the fastest growing Christian Church in the world.  It was a rich experience that planted seeds that have seen others from Africa coming here and folks from here going there.


On Masawe’s last Sunday he was to do the final benediction, and he concluded “I invite you all to come to visit us in my village.  We will welcome you as our sisters and brothers in Christ.”  And then he moved back for the closing hymn.  And then all of a sudden he was back here and he said “One more thing.  If I do not see you there in my village, I will see you at the great feast in heaven.”  And in that moment he once again he taught us the basics of faith.  He reminded us of the hope of Easter.  And he tore down all the walls, all the fences and all the barriers that would restrict, that would limit Christ’s church and Christ’s work.


Listen, God is calling.  As we pray for God to reign. 

