THE MISSION OF FRIENDSHIP


Our sermon topic today is “The Mission of Friendship.”  We’re talking about mission again.  I’m really fascinated by mission and what mission really is.


What I’m going to share with you about mission is, for me, a refreshingly new way to look at it.  In order to get started we need to pull back to our 50,000 foot viewpoint.  Up here we can really take in the big picture. Up here we can see the great sweep of things without getting bogged down in the details.  Let’s look at the big story of the Bible, specifically the big theme of the Old Testament.  The main story starts with slaves in Egypt.  Egypt at that time was the world’s greatest civilization.  But even as a great civilization it was rotten in some ways.  Egypt worships its king—the Pharaoh.  Egypt enslaves a minority group.

As the story goes, God frees these slaves and turns them loose out in the desert wilderness.  Out in the wilderness, God makes a grand proposal to these freed slaves.  “I’ve set you free.  But freedom is really only the first part of the story.  If you say ‘yes’ to it, I’ll show you how to be a great people occupying a great land.


It turns out that becoming a great people entails living a certain kind of life.  It’s a life of justice, a life of dignity for the poor.  In sum, the life God has in mind is exactly opposite the kind of life they had in Egypt.  There will bever be slaves, emperor-worship, or chronic unfairness in the Promised land.  


What’s happening?  God’s work in the world; God ministry to a broken world is to raise up a special community.  That community is to have a special character.  Israel is different.  And the mission of Israel isn’t to go out and paint the town or give Christmas gifts.  The mission of Israel is to serve as an example.  And Israel will know it is doing it’s job rightly when people from around the world come to it to learn. 

Now, let’s hover 50,000 feet above the story of the New Testament.  Jesus Christ comes to the world.  And, ho!  Look what he does!  He calls together disciple followers.  Shades of the Old Testament.  God is creating a community again.  Now there are a lot of parallels between the creation of Israel and the creation of the Christian Church.  In fact, the Christian Church—and this is a useful insight—the Church is a new version of Israel.  In both, God wants to turn loose in the world a distinct community of character.  So, part of the Christian community’s mission is, like Israel, to serve as an example of God’s vision for human society.  What does Jesus say in our lesson: “This is how people will know that you are my disciples, that you love one another.”

In our talking about mission over the last several months we’ve talked about mission that goes out and helps people.  Of late, I’ve gotten interested in the mission aspects of simply living the Christian life.  Refrain from anger or contempt for another and you’ve just offered a protest in a world that insists on conflict as the way to deal with differences.


Today, I’m talking about the mission of how we treat each other right here.  We do mission.  And…we are mission.


Someone is thinking, “Wait a minute, how are we doing mission when we’re not out doing anything?”


We all know about the idea of a military invasion that first lands on an enemy’s soil and establishes a beachhead.  The beachhead is a little bit of land that belongs to the invader.  From the beachhead the invader works to secure more territory.


Think of our church as a beachhead.  We’re a little island of difference from the world around.  Here love for each other is the norm.  Outside in the world, when people don’t get along someone leaves.  Here, people who have little clout or prestige are still important and friends with everyone else.  Outside, the unimportant are shuffled to the wayside.


The mission part is that when people look at the church and see a different ethos, they think “Thank goodness there is at least somewhere where love matters, where people get a fair shake and where nobody is a nobody.”  “Thank goodness that we get a glimpse at the governance of love which is coming into the world.”  


Let me give an example.  I recently saw the 2002 movie, “Beyond the Gates of Splendor.”  It’s a documentary story of the five young missionary families who, in the mid-1950’s, worked among the Waodoni people in the upper reaches of the Amazon River in Equador.  Through a strange set of events, five of the men were speared to death.  Beyond all logic, their missionary widows and children continued for years to live among these people.  It is the continued gentle presence of the Christians that has a transforming impact on the traditionally aggressive indigenous people.

Now, friendship fits into this picture because it is significantly what God calls us into with one another.  Inan over-busy world where people are less and less surrounded by confidants and companions, the Church is an island of acceptance, love, and support.
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