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Have You Heard the Good News?
Isaiah 52:7; Luke 4:14-16

My little brother was born to be an angler.  He can't help it: It's in his
DNA.  As we were growing up–as it is with many little boys–he was always
thinking about, talking about and looking for opportunities to go fishing.

I remember one day when my brother and some other neighborhood
friends had been playing, as we often did, in the empty lot next door to our
house.  Our backdoor neighbor kept a summer garden on part of the lot, but
many childhood camping and hunting expeditions, wild west shootouts, and
other inventions of our vivid imaginations unfolded there.  On this day, my
brother came running up from the field, covered in dirt from head to toe and
squealing with delight.  He ran into the kitchen clutching some unearthed
treasure in his little fist and yelled, "Mom, look at all the fishing worms I
found!"  My mother squealed, too, with anything but delight, when she
discovered in his hand, not fishing worms, but the newborn residents of a nest
of garter snakes!  It seems that good news is sometimes a matter of
perspective.

Maybe it's because good news seems to be in short supply, or maybe
it's just how we are made, but we humans love to share good news.  Whether
we've landed the big promotion or been accepted to the college of our
dreams; whether it's a new car or a new baby; whether it's finding a whole
mess of fishing worms or finding out the diagnosis is negative, good news is
even better when we share it with others.  

Our faith, too, is grounded in and motivated by the belief that we have
good news to share.  Christians have always understood ourselves as a
people on mission, a people who are called and empowered to proclaim the
Gospel, the good news, of Christ.  Unfortunately, though, the sharing of the
Gospel has too often been a point of division among followers of Christ rather
than a purpose which unites us.  Too often, disagreement over the intended
mission and message of the Church becomes an occasion for distraction from
the work to which we have been called, the sharing of the good news that the
world, for which Christ came, so desperately needs to hear.   Is the good
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news that faith in Jesus saves us from judgment and secures our place in
heaven?  Is it that we have peace in knowing that through the resurrection of
Christ and the presence of the Holy Sprit, God is always with us?  Or is it that
we are called to live good lives and perform good deeds and acts of
compassion for others so that we work to make this world God created for us
a better place?  Is the good news that God will bless us and protect us
through times of trial and in all the circumstances of our lives?

Perhaps for different people and in various circumstances, all of these
are a part of the good news of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, but how are we, as
followers of Christ, to know how we are to fulfill our mission of proclaiming this
message when we can't even agree on what the message ought to be?  How
can the good news, with our various interpretations of what that means,
become a message of unity and mission rather than one of division and
distraction?

Whenever I am confronted with such perplexing issues of faith, I look
first to the words and example of Christ.  Today's gospel lesson from Luke is
a good place to begin.  

Jesus had just returned from spending forty days in the wilderness,
fasting and praying and facing temptation, in order to prepare for his ministry. 
He went to his hometown, to the synagogue filled with people who had known
him all his life, and stood up to preach his first sermon.  Of all the texts he
could have chosen, he picked up the scroll of Isaiah and began to read the
passage quoted in Luke, one first found in Isaiah 61: "The Spirit of the Lord
is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor.  He
has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the
blind, to let the oppressed go free,  to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor"
(Isaiah 61:1-2a).

But what is intended by the Old Testament prophet and by Jesus to be
good news quickly turns to an impetus for angry threats.  Because, you see,
when Jesus offers an interpretation of Isaiah's words, he declares that God's
good news of release and recovery and freedom, indeed even the Lord's
favor, is not just for the children of Israel but for everyone, even and especially
for outsiders who are considered unworthy and unclean.  Those in the
synagogue that day became so enraged that they drove Jesus out of town
and attempted to throw him off a cliff!

Jesus' words were a threat to them, to their power and authority,
because it turns out that this good news is not just for the rich and powerful,
not just for the well-educated religious leaders, and not just for those thought
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to deserve it.  This good news, God's good news, is especially for the poor,
the blind, the imprisoned, and the oppressed.  Jesus quotes Isaiah in
proclaiming "the year of the Lord's favor," a reference to the year of Jubilee,
when debts will be forgiven, land redistributed, and injustices reconciled. 
When Jesus preached his very first sermon, announcing to his hometown and
to the world his purpose in coming and what his ministry would be all about,
he chose this text which turned the accepted religious expectations and
cultural customs of his day, and ours, upside down.

Two things happened this past week to remind me of the importance,
even the urgency, or our call to proclaim the good news of God's love which
is extended to all people.  One, of course, was Gatekeepers Workcamp. 
 

As we have done for the past twenty-three years, over 150 volunteers
came together from across our community to repair homes for ten of our
neighbors in need.  We crossed nearly every boundary imaginable as we
worked for homeowners both black and white, stretching from Old Mill Road
to Sycamore Street, ranging in age from mid-40's to nearly 90, who have a
variety of health issues or family struggles, but all with a need for home
repairs which had become overwhelming and beyond their ability to address
on their own.  Our volunteers, too, were diverse:  youth and adults ranging in
age from 11 to nearly 90–black, white and Hispanic–representing five
Christian denominations (and one youth from a Muslim family), from various
parts of this community and representing families with different income and
educational levels, all united by our purpose to provide free home repairs for
our neighbors in need as well as a missions opportunity for our young people. 

As it has been for over two decades, Gatekeepers Workcamp was a
success because we accomplished an unbelievable–some might say even
miraculous–amount of work in only five days on a shoestring budget with
mostly unskilled labor.  In some cases, our work has prevented homes from
being condemned, restored structural integrity to collapsing floors and roofs,
repaired plumbing which had not worked for many years, or refreshed houses
that had become unsanitary to live in.   Gatekeepers was also a success
because our volunteers completed their work safely and developed new and
vital friendships along the way.  Perhaps most of all, Gatekeepers
accomplished its mission by giving witness to the love of Christ, uniting to
offer hope and good news to this community which has been beset by so
much tragic news about our young people this year.  Many of our
homeowners were as much in need of pastoral care and a sense of hope as
they were home repairs, and many of them ended the week with smiles, hugs,
expressions of gratitude and tears of joy as they saw and felt the love of
Christ demonstrated in their lives this week.  
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But before Gatekeepers got underway, something else reminded me of
our need to focus on our mission of proclaiming the good news of Christ.  Last
Friday, a one-sentence email arrived in the church's inbox: "Hello, I wanted
to ask where in scripture you find justification for women teaching and having
authority over men in the church?"  The sender signed only his first name,
though a brief Google search on his email address revealed that this was
likely not someone seeking a sincere answer to such a question but rather a
debate on the issue.  I confess that my first response was one of indignation
and sarcasm.  He is certainly entitled to his opinion on this or any other issue,
but that someone would attempt to incite an argument by implying that there
is no scriptural justification for the leadership of women in the church is
offensive.  I was tempted to shoot back a sarcastic or even angry response.

But by luck or by divine intervention, the message arrived on the eve of
Gatekeepers, and I had neither the time nor the energy to craft a reply.  What
I felt by the next day, after having a chance to reflect more thoughtfully on
what my answer might be, was  conviction indeed: An even stronger
conviction of the assurance of my call, not because of or in spite of my
gender, but because God has work for me to do.  But even more than that,
regret that I had allowed such a challenge to distract my focus from the work
before me.  

I was reminded how often I individually and we in Christendom have
allowed ourselves, and continue to allow ourselves, to get off course by
diverting our attention from the things that matter most.  It's not that doctrinal
questions or issues of scriptural interpretation are unimportant for they help
to determine how we will live out this life of faith in community, and they are
worth our thoughtful and prayerful consideration.  But how often have we,
within the Body of Christ, allowed disagreements over such questions to
divide us or to lead us to injure our brothers and sisters in Christ in a variety
of ways?  How often have our hurtful words and actions toward one another
caused those outside the church to close their hearts and minds to the
message of the Gospel, wanting no part of a Church that would bicker instead
of cooperate?  

While I believe there are times that, in the face of hurtful and divisive
tactics  or attempts to use scripture as a wall or a weapon, outrage can be an
appropriate response, there is also a part of me that is deeply troubled that
any of us who have been set free by the grace of God is still using the Gospel
as a fetter to limit the freedom of others.   We have good news to share, but
I grieve that we are still wasting our time and energy and resources and
creativity on such questions rather than focusing on our collective call to
proclaim the good news of Christ.  
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The Old Testament prophets had a lot to say about those who
demanded ritual or doctrinal purity and those who defended power structures
at the expense of the values of God's Kingdom, values like justice and
compassion and reconciliation and peace.  Jesus not only quoted the words
of God's prophets but also lived out their message as he went about teaching
and healing, forgiving and feeding, including and blessing, not only those who
were deemed worthy by the religious establishment, but also and especially
those who were considered outcasts and sinners.  I believe it grieves God
deeply that we are still wasting our time and missing the point of Jesus'
message of good news for ALL the world. So while some believe it is a sin for
anyone outside certain categories to preach the Gospel,  or to associate with
folks of a different accent or hue, or to welcome those with another sexual
orientation, or to worship in a style different from the one we may prefer, I
pray we can get about the business of sharing the good news that Jesus
proclaimed for all the world.

On a day like today when we focus on a ministry like Gatekeepers with
all the work that was accomplished and all the hope and help that were
shared, it is tempting to pat ourselves on the back and easy to convince
ourselves that, at least for now, our work is done.  While it is good to
celebrate our successes and recognize those who have given so much of
themselves to the ongoing work of Gatekeepers, we can also point to myriad
other ways God is at work and the Gospel is being proclaimed in our
community and throughout the world.  We can see how good news is brought
to this community through United Community Ministries, Meals on Wheels,
Tar River Mission Clinic, the Tar Roanoke Prison Ministry, the July
Community Worship Services, and other ministries we support.  But we can
also recognize it in the ministries of others like Peacemakers, Upward sports,
Stephen Ministries, or C-CAN.  We can celebrate the work of those with
whom we partner, but also that of  Christians with whom we disagree, those
of other faiths, and anyone who is working to bring justice and peace to our
world because the good news of which Isaiah spoke and which Jesus
preached does not belong to us or to anyone.  It is not my good news, not the
good news of any particular ministry or denomination or party or theological
persuasion, not even the Church's good news, but it is God's good news.  It
is a Gospel so radically inclusive that it makes us uncomfortable, good news
of freedom and recovery and redemption for everyone, and indeed for all of
creation.

From another passage found in Isaiah's prophecy, this week's
Gatekeepers theme proclaims, "How beautiful upon the mountains are the
feet of the messenger who announces peace, who brings good news, who
announces salvation, who says to Zion, ‘Your God reigns.'"   This Gospel of
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peace and salvation in God's Kingdom-- brought by beautiful feet, calloused
hands and sweaty brows; by voices hoarse from proclaiming it and by hearts
overflowing with compassion; by minds buzzing with creativity and souls
bursting with hope–This good news announces to Zion and to Rocky Mount,
to urban streets threatened with violence and rural communities threatened
with decay, to Israelis and Palestinians and Ukrainians and Sudanese, to
illegal immigrants and gang members, to liberals and conservatives, to
captives who are behind bars and those trapped in prisons of their own
making, to those whose lifestyles we may not understand and to those we
perceive to be intolerant of them, indeed to people of every race and nation
and tongue the freedom and recovery and release offered by God's loving
presence with us.  

In our own time and place, God has called us to take up this message
and to be about this work.  We do not have a promise that the work will be
easy or that our efforts will always be successful, but we do have the promise
of God's Spirit to empower us and the encouragement of our brothers and
sisters to accompany us throughout the journey.  

Have you heard the good news?  It is a message of hope and peace for
all the world.  May our feet and hands and hearts and voices, anointed by the
Spirit of God, unite in the work of announcing salvation and proclaiming the
gracious reign of God, here in Rocky Mount and for God's children
everywhere. 

Let us pray: May the world know we are your children, O God, because
with every part of our lives–hands, feet, heart and voice–we reflect your
radical, abundant, astounding good news of love and grace for all your
creation.  Amen.
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July 13, 2014 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Jesus promised us that whenever two or three of us gather together,
you will be in our midst, O God.  So this morning, this fellowship, gathered in
this place, is our Zion.  We have come together to lay our cares upon the altar
of your healing grace and to praise you with gratitude and joy.

In various ways and in many places, we all experienced your kindness
this past week: a cool refreshing morning, the smile of a loved one, an
encouraging call, a quiet moment, a home restored, a cry that released the
pain, a happy occasion, a prayer answered, a glorious full moon.  Each of us
felt you near and knew your presence in clear and personal ways.  And we
are thankful, O God.

Still, there are so many need that are ours, so many concerns we carry
for ourselves and the people we love.  Open our ears to the good news of
your redemptive love.  For those of us who are poor in spirit, open the gates
to your kingdom.  Enable us to see around us all the ways that you are at
work in our lives.  Open our eyes to the miracle that is life.  Open our hands
to share the bounty that is ours.  Open our hearts to embrace our sisters and
brothers who seem to be different but who are amazingly like we are.  Help
us to understand that we walk in your footsteps for you are already ahead of
us wherever we go.

Release us from all of the things that hold us captive and prevent us
from enjoying life.  Break the bonds of our sin and free us from guilt and
shame.  Cast off the shackles of prejudice that blur our view of our neighbors. 
Free us from acute dependence upon money, power, and position to enjoy
the gift of humility which sees other people as more important than ourselves. 
Liberate us from the dark force of our low self-image to understand that we
are your sons and daughters created in your image.  And free us from the
illnesses and diseases that threaten our lives and prevent us from enjoying
the good life you have given to us.

Help us to hear the Good News Jesus proclaimed in word and in deed,
O God, and then empower us to do the same with one another and the world. 
Through us, lift your voice of grace in all of the crowded places of life so that
we might truly know you are in our midst; through Jesus Christ our Lord. 
Amen.

Jody C. Wright
Senior Minister
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