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 Pentecost 22
The church you always longed for: serves a broken world
[Isaiah 58:6-11; James 2:14-17; Luke 14:12-14; NLT]
A good earth gone bad
It was good; it was good; it was good…

I tell you: it was very good!
What on earth am I talking about?

Why! just what God talked about on earth.

As this earth was taking shape,


six times – not just three – God said: “it was good”.

And when it all was finished,


God said: “it was very good”.

What on earth was God talking about?

Certainly not the earth that you and I know.

The good earth that God knew seems to have gone bad.
2000 years ago,


after a pastor named Paul looked out his window,



he returned to his desk to write this:




the whole earth is in bondage to decay  [Romans 8:21 NIV]
In other words, it ain’t going to get any better, folks.

No wonder the pastor went on to claim


that the whole earth is groaning …



groaning under the weight of its own problems.  [Romans 8:22 NIV]


Look out your window,


and you too will see what the pastor saw…



you too will hear what the pastor heard –




the earth breaking up, breaking down…





and groaning in the process.

The planet is broken.
Tsunamis in Asia…

creeping deserts in Africa…

meltdowns in Antarctica…

fires and floods in the Americas.

All of this is not very good.

Just look at the disasters…and listen to the groaning.

The principles are broken too –


the principles that were given for living on this planet.

Who remembers to set aside a day to remember the Creator?
What has happened to the respect for life –


especially life in the womb or nearing the tomb?

Why are so many living together before marriage…


and leaving each other after marriage?

How has greed come to characterize

both the big corporations and their little customers?

None of this is very good.

Just look at the disobedience…and listen to the groaning.

But, above all, the people are broken.

Across the globe, 

we see people ravaged by war, 

struggling with starvation, 

debilitated by disease.

And around the corner, 


we find children living without their parents,



youth living on drugs,




adults living with abuse.
We notice that people aren’t coping very well, either.

Did you know 

that last year more than 15 million Americans were in a recovery program?


that many more were in counseling?



that a growing number just gave up…and ended it all?

Not good at all!

Just look at the lives that have been brutalized…and listen to the groaning.

God’s good earth has gone bad.
Can it be fixed?
Who can fix it?

Tony Campolo has written a very practical book entitled

50 ways you can reach the world.
In the introduction of this book, Tony writes:
“We were conceived in love.  All of us.   And as a tender, perfect parent, God is pursuing us with untiring resolve.  He will keep at it to the very end of time.

The Scriptures which portray God in those images of Mother, Father, Lover, Servant and so on, tell us of a complete love.  God is wholesome in his mercy to the world.  He heals the brokenhearted, forgives sins, feeds the hungry, shelters the homeless, visits the prisoner, liberates the oppressed, mourns with those who have lost their loves, restores energy to the weak.

We have benefited from that great love.  But we also are the couriers of that great love.  This is a mystery too!  God allows each of us the high honor of representing his mercy and justice to a broken, brutalized world.  We speak for the King.  We are the hands and feet of the King.  If that doesn’t boggle your mind, you need some serious help.”
Tony reminds us 

that God has not given up on his good earth gone bad…

that he is determined to mend the mess…to make the bad a bit better.

And, if you can read between the lines,


you’ll discover that God has sent three persons – a trinity of sorts –


to carry out the repairs.

God, first of all, sent his Son.

After all, somebody had to take the wrap.

What was done to God’s good earth


was not only a crime against humanity,



it also was a sin against the good earth’s Creator.

Now get this…


instead of punishing the people who were responsible,



God punished his son:



hung him on a cross for all the world to see --




to see how angry God was at what the people had done…





to see how much God loved the people who did it.

God gave his son that we the people could get a second chance.

God gave his son to give us hope –


the hope of a better life in a better world to come.

Then God sent his Spirit –

sent his Spirit to help each of us make good on that second chance…



help each of us make the best of life in a good world gone bad.

I said that God sent three persons 

to help repair the damage done on planet earth.

He sent his Son;


he sent his Spirit;



and he sent you…singular.

Tony Campolo said:

“We have benefited from (God’s) great love.  
We also are the couriers of that great love.”

I suspect you know this.

Well, so does my computer.

In fact, I have a computer in my office that can tell me 

all the problems of this planet…


all the passages of the Bible (and in whatever translation I want).

My computer knows a lot,


but it has yet to feed a starving child, 

heal a broken family, 

hug a grieving widow.

What did the brother of Jesus tell us?


Remember, it is a sin to know what you ought to do and then not do it. [James 4:17]
Ouch!  that might mean 

you and I are still part of the problem…and not the solution.

As a training manager in a multinational corporation,


I insisted that all my trainers address three issues in every course they designed.
I insisted that they set out to help the staff 

improve their knowledge, attitude and skills --
in other words



what the staff needed to know,





how they needed to feel,






what they needed to do.

I’m assuming that we don’t have to improve our knowledge.

I’m assuming that we already know 
that God has enlisted us to help him fix the planet.
What needs to be done?

What, then, needs to be done?

I submit that you and I 

-- people who by God’s grace and through faith have benefited from God’s love…

people who have been called to be couriers of God’s love –


I submit that we need to improve our attitude and skills.

For example,


how do we feel about God’s good earth gone bad?

Do we see the place as dangerous…


a place from which we need to protect ourselves?
Do we see the people as deserving…


deserving of the problems they seem to make for themselves?

What attitude are to we embrace?

You’ve heard what the pastor has written, haven’t you?

Your attitude, wrote that pastor named Paul…


your attitude should be the same that Christ Jesus had  [Philippians 2:5]
Jesus was born a Jew…


a member of that race that loved to build walls.

But Jesus the Jew broke the barriers;

he reached out and across racial and religious boundaries.
He even healed a bitter enemy – a hated Samaritan.

Jesus the Jew saw himself as a citizen of the world…

the world he came to save.
Jesus the Jew also saw himself as a servant of that world.

He had come to help.

One of Jesus’ followers revealed, 

not the sacred heart, but the servant heart of Jesus.

Matthew wrote this:

Wherever Jesus went, he healed people… 
He felt great pity for the crowds that came, because their problems were so great and they didn’t know where to go for help. [Matthew 9:35-36]
Your attitude, says Pastor Paul, should be the same that Christ Jesus had  [Philippians 2:5]
As election day nears, 


don’t limit yourself to being a Democrat or Republican;



avoid taking the high road and seeing yourself only as an American.

Think like Jesus thought –


think of yourself as a citizen of the world;



understand that what you do here can and does affect the entire planet.

It has been said that, in this world, there are two kinds of people: 

the givers and the takers.
It has also been said that takers eat well while the givers sleep well.

Do you want to sleep better?

Then think like Jesus thought –


think of yourself as a servant;



understand that you are here to help.

Attitudes, of course, are hard to change, aren’t they?
Fortunately, we have a God 

who promises to keep working in your heart and mine. [Philippians 2:13]
As we let go and let God…

as we let God help us put our minds around the concepts that Jesus embraced…


as we let him help us put our hearts into the attitude Jesus held,




you and I can start to work on enhancing our skills.

In other words, we can start to think of 

what can you (singular) and I (singular) realistically do 

to help fix God’s good earth gone bad.

I mentioned that the planet is broken.
There is a very unequal distribution of wealth on this planet.

I’ve seen it with my own eyes.

Even though we comprise only 5% of the world’s population,

we can consume – by some estimates – up to 50% of the world’s resources.

What can we do to fix that?

I’d like to say consume less --
drive smaller cars, live in smaller houses…


eat simpler foods, wear generic clothes.

That is something each of us can do;


the question is: do we want to?

I’d also like to say confer more…give away more.
But how can we do that?

Last week, a woman from First Presbyterian Church in Stillwater gave me an answer.
Later this month, her church is opening a market 

for alternative Christmas shopping [cf poster].
There will be stalls where you can buy a gift 

that will be sent directly to a family living overseas.

If my mother were still living,


I suspect that she would buy and send a heifer 
to a family in western China.

And, more than likely, she would send this gift in my name.

During my teenage years, 
she constantly referred to me as “a bull in China shop”.

At the church, you’ll also find a container of crafts 
made by artisans in developing countries.
When you purchase one of these crafts for a Christmas gift,

the money goes directly to the artisan.

My fellow Americans, you and I often say that we are “proud to be an American”.
But why?

What role did we play in being born here?

It is God, says that pastor named Paul, 

who determines when and where we are born.

You could have been born beside a rice paddy in Bangladesh;

I could have entered the world under a baobab tree in Burkina Faso. 

What a privilege God has given to you and me…


and what a responsibility –

no, what an obligation.

What an obligation we have to help fix God’s good earth gone bad.

The planet is broken…

and so are many of its people.

Look out your window;

look around your neighborhood.

Individuals are struggling:


one has lost his job, 
another has lost her health, 
a third has lost a loved one.

Families are in shambles:


parents are abandoning their growing children;



grown children are abandoning their parents.

What can you (singular) and I (singular) do? 

Last Sunday, while conducting a worship service at a nursing home,

I met a young girl who spends every Sunday afternoon at that home,



talking and playing with the residents.
During the week, I met an elderly man who was writing letters to prisoners.

And I learned of an entire family that spends several days each month


distributing food at a local food shelf.

What a difference these individuals are making 

in the lives of people they chose to help.

What can you and I do?

“What can’t we do?” may be a better question.
You and I can’t solve everyone’s problems;


but we can help someone.

Whom will it be?

J D Lupton has written:

“Jesus had the wonderful ability to look at a sea of faces and see an individual needing help.  He could also look at that one wounded soul and see the pain of the entire world.”

I submit that you and I – as followers of Jesus – need to acquire that skill.

We can’t help everyone,

but we can help someone…



and we can also help anyone.
In a world overwhelmed with bad news,


we have good news to share.

We can tell how God gave his Son 

to give anyone a second chance…


to give anyone hope for a better life in a better world to come.

What can be expected?

You may have heard this message before.

Long ago, a prophet named Isaiah told God’s people


how to help fix a good world gone bad.

He also told them what to expect if they did help.

This, in part, is what he said:
What I'm interested in seeing you do is: 
   sharing your food with the hungry, 
   inviting the homeless poor into your homes, 
   putting clothes on the shivering ill-clad, 
   being available to your own families.
Do this and the lights will turn on, 
   and your lives will turn around at once…
If you get rid of unfair practices, 
   quit blaming victims, 
   If you are generous with the hungry 
   and start giving yourselves to the down-and-out,
Your lives will begin to glow in the darkness… 
You'll be like a well-watered garden, 
   a gurgling spring that never runs dry.
You'll use the old rubble of past lives to build anew… 
You'll be known as those who can fix anything, 
   restore old ruins, rebuild and renovate, 
   make the community livable again.  [Isaiah 58:6-12 MSG]
Do you want to be as attractive as an oasis in the desert?
Do want to be appreciated as a handyman – or handywoman – 
who can fix things?

Do you want to be part of a church that people long for?

Then, for God’s sake, go…

go out and serve a broken world.

	On 05 November 2006, this message was shared with members and friends of Risen Christ Lutheran Church at 9050 60th Street N in Stillwater MN. If you have comments or questions, please call the church (651.770.3618).
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