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July 4th weekend is here and summer is upon us.  I’m sure many of us have our summer plans all lined up…going off on vacation, heading to the beach by the shore or up in the mountains, going on a cruise, travelling to different places, visiting various friends and families….etc. Whenever I travel, one of the things that I like to do is to observe how much people pack their bags, whether it’s for a long trip or a short weekend get-away.  Some may be light travelers while some pack everything (and I mean EVERYTHING) including the “kitchen sink”.  


In the gospel passage that we read earlier from Mark, Jesus extended a challenge to his disciples to travel light wherever they go, as they were being sent out two-by-two on a mission into the world.  They were granted the authority over the unclean spirits and the power of healings.  More importantly they were given the gift of courage and boldness to proclaim God’s message to others.  Jesus ordered the disciples not to take anything with them except for a staff, no bread, no bag, and no money.  No extra personal belongs.  You go, just as you are!  God will provide whatever that is needed.  Wear a pair of sandals and enter only the houses wherever you are welcomed in.  But unfortunately not everywhere you go will be a welcoming place.  There will be places where you will be rejected and find yourself needing to shake off the dust and move on to the next town.  

Ironically right before this incident, Jesus himself got a slap on the wrist from those of his hometown.  Prophets are not welcomed in their hometown.  Many questioned Jesus’s authority to speak God’s word.  “Was he not just a carpenter, the son of Mary and brother of James and Joses, Judas and Simons (assuming those are Jesus’s brothers) and are not his sisters here with us also?”  These synagogue leaders knew who Jesus was ever since he was a child.  They knew who his parents were.  They have, I’m sure, done his background check.  He was just one of them!!  Who did Jesus think he was?  By whose authority was he doing all of these?

Normally “home” is a place where one would feel safe and welcomed.  You know the language, the culture and all the history and the people behind the scene…but not if you’re Jesus.  The prophet must have “thick skin” in order to endure many harsh criticism and judgement that were hurled at among the many nay-sayers and critics.  Despite many of his hometown oppositions, Jesus managed to hold his poise and ignored those questionable doubts.  Jesus knew that his mission was about his heavenly kingship and the reign that he was sent to establish greater than his earthly kinship.

Jesus warned many of his disciples and of us today the potential hostile confrontations and how we can better prepare for ourselves.  Jesus’s instruction tests the disciples’ vulnerability, trust, and dependency upon God in their mission under whatever circumstances, hardship and challenges.  We are no longer who we are but the One who has sent us.  These challenges test our ultimate allegiance and fidelity to the almighty God.  It helps us to remain focus to our mission and purpose are and that God will provide ALL that we need.  We need not worry about what we will eat, where we will stay and what we will wear or bring…etc. etc.  God’s got all of this taken care of for us!  


Wherever we go, we travel light and we offer nothing but ourselves.  We go as representatives (or as the Apostle Paul put it “ambassadors”) of Christ and we expect nothing in return.
  As we read earlier in Paul’s letter while he was in prison, God’s grace is sufficient for all of us to share with others.  God’s power is made perfect and God’s strength is revealed through our human weakness.
 

God invites us not only to travel light, but we are also invited to travel IN the “light of Christ.”  God promised that the Spirit will be among us and will go before us wherever we go and where grace and love abound. 
 

Furthermore, our passage today invites us to a place where we can see ourselves in light of God’s mission and activities in this world.  Michael L. Lindvall, the pastor at Bricks Presbyterian Church, the largest congregation in our NYC Presbytery, once made a comment on this text concerning our role as God-send prophets into this world, especially those who have yet come to know God.  Lindvall wrote “evangelism is not to get them on our side or even to grow the church, but simply to tell others about the God who has come to mean so much to us.  This is an action performed out of love, not competition, out of fear or anxiety.  They need not have polished words, sophisticated theology, or fine-tuned dogma to speak of their faith.  They are simply called to speak truth in love, from the heart, in their own words, and never be ashamed.”


In a moment we will once again come before this table of grace where ALL are welcomed by the host, in spite of who we are and how far we have fallen short of God’s glory.  We come by Christ’s Invitation, not because of our own worthiness but because of God’s unconditional grace and love for us all.  We do not deserve to be invited because of our sins, nevertheless all of us are invited to partake in this heavenly feast in the Kingdom of God.  


When we come, we shall come with full expectations to be filled by the Holy Spirit.  We come hungry wanting to be fed on God’s word.  We come thirsty wanting to be quenched in God’s truth.  We come with no bags, no fancy cloths, no expensive gifts to offer…except of ourselves and that is all that God expects of us.  We come!  We shall leave all of our baggage behind and we shall come just as we are.

Friends, God has commissioned us all to go wherever God is sending us, and where our feet may take us.  Trust and know God’s plan in each of us.  As one of my favorite verses reminds us (Proverbs 3:5-6), “Trust in the LORD with all your heart, and do not rely on your own insight.  6 In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make straight your paths.

On this Independence Day weekend, let us never forget that we live not only as a citizen of this country or of this world, but we live as citizens of God’s heavenly kingdom that is already here and is yet to come.  This is just our temporary home – our mission field to carry out God’s mission for this world.  Our earthly body is just a temporary shelter and our eternal home rests with God in heaven.  

We may celebrate our independence and freedom but know that all of our allegiance and trust rest upon God and God’s promises alone.  Through our baptism, God has claimed us with our pledge of allegiance and faithfulness.  God has commissioned each of us to be God’s prophet and prophetess in this world, in order to bring the good news of salvation and hope to others.  We’ve been transformed as God’s hands and feet in this world that is so desperately in need of God’s love right now.  

Unfortunately in reality our nation is still very much divided in many ways and our world is becoming more and more hostile towards one another.  We live under constant fears, instead of hope and grace.  This is a critical moment for us, as a church, to speak with a prophetic voice and to proclaim boldly of God’s grace and love to the world.  Yes, even those who have disappointed us and those who have failed us in the past.  God still called us to love them, to embrace them, to forgive them, to instill hope upon them, and to welcome them with open arms. 

So in the midst of our celebrations, may we take a moment to pause and to lift up our hearts in prayers for our city, for our country and for our world, as we are being sent into the world as prophets and ambassadors for Christ.  Let us shall fix our eyes on the heavenly kingdom of what is to come and ultimately in which we belong.  Know that we are always welcomed wherever Spirit is sending us.  Go in grace, and march in the light of God.

Thanks be to God.  In the name of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, Amen. 
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