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July 5, 2009 

Texts:  Ezekiel 2:1-5; Psalm 123; 2 Corinthians 12:2-10; Mark 6:1-13 

Disciple.

That may be the last word you want to hear on this American holiday weekend,

When your thoughts are most likely turned toward picnics and BBQs,
Fireworks and family parties.

Disciple.

I wonder what you visualize when you hear this word.

Do you think of the scruffy, bearded fellows

In long robes who were Jesus’ original followers?

Do you think of particularly devout people

Who walk around wearing their religion on their sleeve?
Or do you think about ordinary American Christians,

Who do their best,

To live out their Christian faith,

In the 21st century, among neighbors,

Who increasingly have little idea of what being a Christian means.
In some sense showing up at worship
For an encounter with God

On a summer holiday Sunday,
When your friends and neighbors are all out doing fun things

Is an act of discipleship.

Asking a friend or neighbor to come to church with you,
When you are afraid they might reject you,

Is a bold act of discipleship in both word and deed.  

Giving of your financial resources to God,

When you are struggling with your own financial welfare,

Or when you are watching everyone else busily acquiring stuff,

Is an act of devoted discipleship.  

Most of us in this sanctuary this morning

Are both American and Christian.

We are proud of our country

The freedom it offers and its heritage.

We are proud that we live in a country
Where people of many different religious beliefs

Can practice their faith.

Yet many of us find it increasingly difficult to act as disciples of Christ

In a pluralistic country,

Were “no religious affiliation”

Is the most frequent response

To surveys about religious practices. 

Sometimes we wonder

If it is worth the effort to be a disciple

In our current environment.

Yet, living and witnessing in the midst of the unfaithful and the unbelievers
With a high possibility of failure,
Are not new to our culture.

We heard about several examples of difficulties in witnessing
In our lessons this morning.
Ezekiel lived among the unfaithful, despairing people of Jerusalem
Who had been exiled to Babylon in the 6th century. 
They were angry and hurting.

They wondered if God had abandoned them. 

God sent Ezekiel to preach to these people

And told him that whether they listened or not

Was not his concern,
Because they were a rebellious people.

Ezekiel’s only concern was to make sure

That he spoke the words that God gave him, 
And that he, too, did not become a rebel!

Imagine being told to go and talk to people

Who most likely will not listen to you.

How easy would it be for you to get out of bed in the morning,

Knowing that this was your job description?
Jesus was not immune from this same kind of frustrating experience
Of speaking to people who would not listen to him.  

As we hear in this morning’s lesson from Mark

Jesus failed in at ministry in his hometown.
I wonder what was going through Jesus’ head 

After that experience.

His friends, his neighbors,

The people who had watched him grow him up in the small town of Nazareth

Couldn’t get past their preconceived notions of him

To listen to what he had to say. 

Remember Jesus has just completed several successful mission trips 

To towns near where he grew up.

His teaching and preaching have been well received,

And he has been successful at healing and casting out demons.  

You might think that he would come home

The local hometown boy turned hero.  

And initially Jesus seems to be a hit.

Impressing his friends and neighbors with his words.
Then the townsfolk begin to think about who he is, 

His occupation and his parentage.

Their questioning and unbelief starts!

Why should we listen to a carpenter?

What kind of training has he had?

We know who he is.

He is just one of us.

We know his brothers and sisters. 

They are just ordinary people.

We know his mother Mary

And you know we really don’t know who his father is.

He couldn’t possibly have anything worthwhile to say.

Jesus’ attempts at ministry in Nazareth fall on deaf ears,

And the unbelief of the townspeople

Impedes his ability to perform miracles.

In Nazareth Jesus fails!
The stumbling blocks of local knowledge and pre-conceived notions

Stop Jesus’ ministry.
So we have heard about Ezekiel with the unenviable job of try to reach people,
When he has been told upfront that he will probably fail. 

And Jesus, who actually did fail in his hometown.

We, too, have come across frustrating ministry situations

In this difficult mission field of New England in the 21st century.

We tried a summer breakfast program, but had only limited interest.

Although our Vacation Bible School is a wonderful outreach,
And often touches children in our local community,

We only rarely attract children to our Sunday School from VBS. 

Is bringing the children to Jesus even for a short time a failure?

We all know cases of people who have come to CLC,

Some of whom actually join,

But for one reason or another fall away.

Despite our best efforts we can’t seem to get them to “stick”.
Did we leave an imprint of Jesus’ word or did we fail?

When we think about our frustrating efforts at outreach and ministry,
It is tempting to use phrases like:
Oh we have tried that before,

Or that doesn’t work here,

That’s not our job,

Or even, we just don’t have money for that.  

But maybe God gave us the examples of Ezekiel and Jesus

As models for the life of discipleship. 
Because by some conventional church metrics,

Both of them could be considered failures. 

Yet, when they came across faithless people

And incredibly difficult ministry situations,

They were called to persist in spite of stumbling blocks and the rebellious people. 
Ezekiel started out in terror, laying on the floor.

God poured the power of the Spirit into him, pulled him to his feet

And nourished him for continued ministry to a despairing, unreceptive people.

Jesus, on the other hand,

Already had the power of God in his ministry.

He was not daunted by the failure in Nazareth.

Not only did he move onto another town,

But he used this opportunity to super charge his ministry

By sending out the disciples in ministry teams of two.

Jesus taught his disciples how to deal with failure.

If you meet an unreceptive situation,

Shake the dust off your feet at that situation

And move on to a different place or a different way!!

Although Jesus spent time teaching, coaching and strengthening the disciples,

His work never stopped at the inner circle of his immediate followers.

Jesus was always looking for ways of getting the word out

To large numbers of people.

If he had to feed the people, 

He blessed food and made it stretch.

If he had tell stories to keep their interest,

He came up with parables to make his message stick.

If he wanted their attention,

He healed the neediest among them.

Jesus was a master at innovation

When it came to reaching people in the places

Where they lived, worked and played.

But as we heard from the Nazareth story,

Not everything he did was successful.

As we modern day disciple wannabees sit here

On this summer holiday weekend,

We wonder what we can learn from Jesus and Ezekiel?

What Good News is there for us in these stories of ministry failure?

For me the first piece of Good News 

Is that our God is a persistent God,

Who is not stymied by failure,

And who uses multiple ways to reach God’s people.

God is not frustrated when things don’t always work out.

God is always looking for another way to accomplish the mission.

Secondly, ministry is not merely a human endeavor.

Witnessing, evangelism and outreach are all God and Spirit powered.

The Spirit put Ezekiel back on his feet,
And Jesus’ divine power saw him past the Nazareth failure.

The Spirit is alive and well here in New England.

It is humans who are getting in the way of the Spirit’s work.
What can you do to free the Spirit’s efforts.
How do you open yourself up to the Spirit’s words and ways?

The Spirit has lots of work for us to do here.

There are hungry, needy, sick and elderly people in this community.

There are children who have never heard about Jesus.

There are people yearning for fellowship but afraid to join in.

The Social Ministry Committee is trying 

To put in place a local work day to serve the elderly and needy in this community.

Are you willing to plan and organize the effort.

Vacation Bible School is next week.

Is there something you could do to make it successful.?

The Elders would like to try another Bring a Friend to Church Day in the Fall

Are you willing to reach out to someone?

There is undoubtedly something else the Spirit is cooking up here in Enfield,
But She needs someone to listen and respond.
You have been called to this place on this holiday weekend for an encounter with God.

God promises you life through the gift of his Son Jesus Christ,

God promises to grow faith in you.

God promises that your discipleship will be Spirit powered. 

But God does not promise that being a disciple is easy.

It takes time, resources and effort.

It takes cultivating discipleship as a way of life.

It takes listening and responding to the Spirit.

The Spirit is calling disciples in this time and place

Are you listening??   
AMEN
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