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The Servant's Bliss  Aaron Doll  February 8th 2009 YB

1 Corinthians 9:16-23 and Mark 1:29-39

1 Cor 9:16-23

16 If I proclaim the gospel, this gives me no ground for boasting, for an obligation is laid on me, and woe to me if I do not proclaim the gospel!

 17 For if I do this of my own will, I have a reward; but if not of my own will, I am entrusted with a commission.

 18 What then is my reward? Just this: that in my proclamation I may make the gospel free of charge, so as not to make full use of my rights in the gospel.

 19 For though I am free with respect to all, I have made myself a slave to all, so that I might win more of them.

 20 To the Jews I became as a Jew, in order to win Jews. To those under the law I became as one under the law (though I myself am not under the law) so that I might win those under the law.

 21 To those outside the law I became as one outside the law (though I am not free from God's law but am under Christ's law) so that I might win those outside the law.

 22 To the weak I became weak, so that I might win the weak. I have become all things to all people, that I might by all means save some.

 23 I do it all for the sake of the gospel, so that I may share in its blessings.

Mark 1: 29-39

29 As soon as they left the synagogue, they entered the house of Simon and Andrew, with James and John.

 30 Now Simon's mother-in-law was in bed with a fever, and they told him about her at once.

 31 He came and took her by the hand and lifted her up. Then the fever left her, and she began to serve them.

 32 That evening, at sundown, they brought to him all who were sick or possessed with demons.

 33 And the whole city was gathered around the door.

 34 And he cured many who were sick with various diseases, and cast out many demons; and he would not permit the demons to speak, because they knew him.

 35 In the morning, while it was still very dark, he got up and went out to a deserted place, and there he prayed.

 36 And Simon and his companions hunted for him.

 37 When they found him, they said to him, "Everyone is searching for you."

 38 He answered, "Let us go on to the neighboring towns, so that I may proclaim the message there also; for that is what I came out to do."

 39 And he went throughout Galilee, proclaiming the message in their synagogues and casting out demons.

As a Servant of God, what do you suppose would be most blissful for the Apostle Paul?  

Evangelism!  Lets go out and Evangelize Brockport for the sake of the Gospel of Jesus Christ! 

OK, how many of you want to crawl under your pew now?  

[Assuming a large response of pew duckers...]

Why is that?  

I'm assuming that its because we have seen or been on the receiving end of some very negative examples of Evangelism.  The stigma is so severe that our Evangelism Committee is currently considering a name change to make its work more approachable for the majority of you.  

Evangelical usually refers to Christian denominations who have an aggressive or 'in your face' style of evangelism.  I remember an adult small group leader at a Presbyterian Youth Triennium insisting however that the Presbyterian Church USA could also be described as 'Evangelical' by her definition.  And I liked her definition.  Evangelical, in her words, simply means “everybody is welcome.”  

And this is true of the church I think we would agree Jesus would want.  Rich or poor, red, yellow, black, white, young or old, gay or straight – all are welcome in Christ's house.  

All are children of God, no matter what current situation any of us find ourselves in.  Even when we disagree as Presbyterians about ordination or what constitutes a marriage – we still agree that all people are entitled to inclusion by the church in general.  

This is a passive inclusion however.  A passive welcome.  The door is indeed open.  And this congregation does a pretty good job of hospitality when  someone finds the door.  

Evangelism is the active form of evangelical.  Its where we actively let people know that they are welcome.    And its not even necessarily about this place.  Its about sharing what sets our hearts free.  And thats good news just for its own sake!

Thats the hitch though, isn't it.  

There are many ways of going about Sharing our Faith.  The motivation to do it comes from the amount we have been transformed by our faith.  

Have we had those conversions or transformations recently?  If so, do you suppose that your experience might be something that would also be welcome in another persons life?  

I have seen that Youth tend to have these kinds of experiences more easily than the rest of us.  Youth easily have dark valley experiences. - its a natural part of the teenage years...

  But equally powerful are the mountaintop moments of youth.  When our youth are bored, don't we know it.  

But when they are excited – OH! they bubble over without the inhibitions so many of us adults have learned.  Its so contagious!  Maybe the best evangelism tool for a church is a well supported youth program?  

This was the kind of evangelism that I saw in my youth group as a teen in First Presbyterian Church of West Seneca, NY – suburbia Buffalo.  There was a handful of mostly parents who enjoyed getting together at that church.  

They included us kids because we were there I think – they definitely would have gotten together without us or even in spite of us, to play and do mission projects around Buffalo.  

It was fun. 

We played volleyball in the church fellowship hall each Sunday night for about an hour – and then talked or made crafts for shut-in members.  

We went each year to Vive – the refugee resettlement ministry in Buffalo.  

We sang Christmas carols each year at the presbyterian nursing home.  Midnight bowling, Sabers games... . 

The message that set our hearts free was that we were included.  That and we were needed!  It satisfied our teenage need for social relationships – in a safe environment.  All those volleyball games in the dead of winter staved off the cabin fever of western NY winters.  All this available because some ancient guy in Palestine changed the world. 

Guess what we – all the youth did?  We brought our friends!  Catholic, Lutheran, unchurched – didn't matter.  

At its height, that Sunday night youth program had over 40 kids coming every week.   And about half of them had nothing to do with the church.  Because of that youth program,  I was actually commissioned in 10th grade with a youth whose family were not members of the church.  How otherwise unheard of!  

I had another experience with a Jr. High youth group when I was an associate pastor in Rochester.  

We were at the Seneca Park Zoo on an overnight program soon after the terrorist attacks of 9-11.  President Bush had asked the nation to hold a candlelight vigil during a certain time that evening.  We had brought a box full of Christmas eve candles and stood outside the education building by the big spider web to share prayers and fears and questions with each other.  

It was a time when our collective souls needed community more than any other time in memory – and we attended to that need with such an appropriate ritual.  The young zoo personel that staffed to our program that night were invited to join us – and a couple of them did.  They also had similar needs – but without otherwise an outlet to fulfill it.  

One of those strangers later joined the church, and credited the genuineness of those Jr. High students as something they wanted to be around.  

Getting her to join the church wasn't the object.  

Sharing the message of attending to our deepest human needs together was.

 And she responded by pursuing us further because it wasn't about roping her in, in the first place.  

Evangelism is not about keeping track of numbers.  If our goal is to grow the church we will fail.  

We invite others to participate in what makes our lives whole, because we know that their wholeness, and our wholeness actually depend on each other.  We form a symbiont circle.  

Thats the way God made us.  Thats the message of Jesus.  Forgiveness and freedom.  New life, new opportunity.  Casting out the demons that are self inflicted or the demons that are at first imposed by others and then allowed to stay.

Mark's Gospel has Jesus traveling throughout Galilee teaching and casting out demons.  Now maybe he was casting out Halloween demons with pointy horns and pitchforks – but I think its just as likely that the demons were figurative things that bound the peoples hearts.  That was what his message was about – setting people free to be truly human.  

Jesus awakened people to flavor of freedom in their hearts – so much so that, like junkies they wouldn't leave him alone without begging for another hit. And we see Jesus in this passage then desiring, for the time being, to let those longings for more fan themselves as he moved on to give others a taste of the succulent, spicy gospel.  

What do we have to share with others in Brockport?  Only Jesus and ourselves.  Believe me, BOTH are worth sharing.  I look around at each one of you and I see a story of God that is unique and necessary to others in this community.  

And you can have the boldness of the apostle Paul.   Just let your heart be genuinely in the place were others are too.  This is what Paul means when he says that he has become all things to all people.  How arrogant and fake such a statement would be unless it is coupled with humility!  

The greater Brockport area longs for people of faith to genuinely meet them where their hearts are – just like all populations.  We shouldn't be shy in showing that our hearts are there too.  The ministry of evangelism is all about invitation.  Invitation to the place where our heart find bliss.   Be bold about it, or be subtle.  Just let it out once in a while, and you too can experience... the Servant's Bliss.

The time that you give to each one of us is precious time O God. In it we find a foretaste of the eternal. Thank you, Lord, for giving the human person an opportunity to find you and to be reconciled to you. Empower us by your Spirit so that we might be people who have a heart for the world.  Grace our hands with kindness, our hearts with compassion, our minds with goodness, and our wills with a holy resolve. Hear our prayer O Lord, and help us be mindful of the shortness of the time we have upon this earth and so to live in your presence that we might be found righteous before you.  Make us instruments of your salvation and channels of your peace. We pray, O God, for others around us - that your love and wisdom may touch them - and that through us, they too may come to know the living water of Christ which truly quenches all thirst. This we pray in the name of Jesus, the one who came to us and who even now walks with us on our journey. Amen

Almighty God, you have set the planets in their courses, and the seasons in sequence, in an unending rhythm of beauty and wonder. Help us now to find a rhythm for our lives, so that as we live out each day we may find the poise and the power we have seen in your Son, our Savior, Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

