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Luke tells us that, in addition to the original disciples, Jesus calls “seventy others,” presumably ordinary people, and sends them out to places where he intends to go himself.  Their mission is straightforward—to make a life-changing announcement:  “God’s kingdom is right on your doorstep.”  

Before sending them, though, he offers encouragement: “There’s a huge harvest out there.”  He gives them packing tips:  “Travel light—comb and toothbrushes only.”  He tells them what to say: “Peace to your house—unlike your sandals, they’re words that won’t wear out.”  He imparts some advice:  Stay focused.  Be gracious guests.  Eat and drink what your hosts provide.  Heal the sick.  And don’t forget to make your announcement: “God’s kingdom is right on your doorstep.”  

But wait, there’s more.  If a town doesn’t welcome you, just move on, giving them back the dirt on your feet.  Yes, people will reject you, but then they also reject me, which is the same as rejecting God.  But if they reject the message, ignore or dismiss it, it’s still the same:  “God’s kingdom is right on your doorstep.”

In a sense, the details of this text can make it seem like so much nonsense.  Even if it’s Jesus who sends you—even with his own authority over “snakes and scorpions” and the Evil One himself—it seems the height of folly to set out without at least one trip to REI to pick up the appropriate gear.  Maybe it would be more helpful for us to forget the details and focus on the larger affirmations.

Problem is, the larger affirmations don’t help much either.  This is another one of those texts about discipleship, about who it is that does God’s work in the world.  In our Reformed tradition, we affirm by our doctrine of “the priesthood of all believers” that the answer is simple:  it’s everyone who affirms Jesus as Lord.  That means ministry is everyone’s business, not just the pastor or pastors.  

This text may be what we’d call a “source text” for that notion.  First Jesus calls twelve, then seventy, then every member of the institution that eventually emerges around Jesus’ presence in memory, experience and hope.  Then it’s up to them—up to us—to be, continuing the clergy metaphor, “assistant pastors” to the Pastor, who sends us ahead as ambassadors to make the announcement that, in Jesus, “God’s kingdom is right on your doorstep.”  

The mission isn’t an easy task:  “Get going, but be careful—this is hazardous work.  You’ll be like so many lambs surrounded by a pack of wolves.”  

Okay, the ministry we have isn’t easy.  So what to do?  Well, for one thing, Jesus says, you pray.  “Ask the Lord of the harvest for a sufficient number of reapers.”  This harvest isn’t a place for self-appointed entrepreneurs who chart their own course and work as if the outcome only depends on them.  Prayer clarifies who is in charge and under whose authority you travel.  

A sense that God calls you is important too, precisely because the mission can be risky.  Talk about the nearness of God’s reign isn’t a popular message.  It threatens the domination of “the powers and principalities”—the power brokers, dealmakers, and petty tyrants who force their own will on others by influence, ideology, intimidation—or worse.

Nevertheless, the message is important.  To the towns that welcome you as well as those that don’t, the message is the same.  That “God’s reign is right on your doorstep” is a word of salvation to most, the advent of deliverance and hope.  To a few it comes as a word of judgment, a destiny worse than that of Sodom and Gomorrah.  The stakes are incredibly high for both.  It wouldn’t be far from the truth to say that Jesus, the twelve, the seventy, and now the church—you and me—are engaged in a life-or-death struggle.

So are you up to it?  Even though I’m preaching and Kathy and I are serving communion in a few minutes, even though we’re the ones wearing robes and you aren’t, we’re not the only ministers in this room.  Jesus calls and sends you too.  Do you find that a little scary?  Good.  You’ll do a better job.  

Let me tell you a story.  In a chapter on “Vocation” in her book, The Preaching Life, Barbara Brown Taylor speaks passionately of the need for the church, when we use the word “minister,” to mean “the ministry of all baptized Christians.”  Listen to this extended quote from Taylor:

“Not too long ago I spoke with a recent college graduate about his desire to be ordained.  He was an articulate Christian who had been active in campus ministry and deeply influenced by the chaplain at his school.  He was bright, committed and knowledgeable about the faith, but as he talked, I grew perplexed.  He didn’t want to serve a church, didn’t think he’d like being held accountable by a denominational body, and wasn’t attracted to a ministry of the sacraments, although he did believe he’d like to preach once a month or so.


“Then why do you want to be ordained?” I asked him.  He thought a while and finally said, “For the identity, I guess.  So I could sit down next to someone on a crowded bus who looked troubled and ask them how they were without them thinking I’m trying to hustle them.  So I could walk up to someone on the street and do the same thing.  So I could be up front about what I believe, in public as well as in private.  So I’d have the credentials to be the Christian I want to be.”

Taylor finds his honesty both disarming and disheartening.  “God help the church,” she says, “if clergy are the only Christians with ‘credentials,’ and God help all those troubled people on the bus if they have to wait for an ordained person to come along before anyone speaks to them!

“When God calls, people respond in a variety of ways.  Some pursue ordination and some put pillows over their heads, but the vast majority seeks to answer God by changing how they live their more or less ordinary lives…Is it a matter of changing who you are—becoming a kinder, more spiritual person?  Or is it a matter of changing what you do—looking for a new job, becoming more involved at church, [asking someone who looks troubled how they are, or telling someone what your faith means to you]?  What does God want from us, and how can we comply?” because “God’s kingdom is right on your doorstep.”  

When the seventy return from their mission, they’re ecstatic over the success they’ve had, despite the difficulties.  Yet Jesus’ response seems intended to douse their enthusiasm:  “Don’t rejoice at this.”  Now that’s a strange twist after all the talk about sending and all those instructions for the journey!  Aren’t we entitled to celebrate when our efforts bear even a little fruit?

Well, as Jennifer Lord puts it in a recent article on the text, “Jesus cautions us against excitement over tangibles, over a demon-submission rate, over personal power.  He…makes it clear that the power bestowed on us is not our power:  ‘See, I have given you authority…’  We are not to rejoice in our conquests on behalf of the Lord or because our names are written in heaven.  The dialectic is that although power is put in our hands, that power is put in our hands.”

I think my clergy colleagues would agree that it’s not by our own power that we carry out our ministry.  The same is true for every baptized Christian.  God doesn’t ask any of us to risk our lives for the sake of announcing that “God’s kingdom is right on your doorstep” without giving us the resources to do it.  

When Jesus appoints us and sends us, his power empowers our ministry and makes any results, whether miraculous or mundane, a blessing.  So, as Jennifer Lords puts it, “We travel light.  We travel with peace, with healing, with meal sharing and kingdom declaring, with community—and it is enough.”

Thanks be to God.
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