Beginnings

Luke 10:1-11

It began last week, hundreds of eager young men and women from every corner of the nation and beyond forming a line outside Alumni Hall.  Amazingly, all of them decided only minutes before arriving that this is what they wanted to do, right?  And all the Fourth Regiment staff and the cadres miraculously happened to show up with everything necessary to process nearly 1300 arrivals without any forethought, right?  The barbers had a strange desire to move to a different location for two days.  The chaplains and medical officers and corpsmen and a host of others just happened to be walking by at 0530 and wondered what all the commotion was about and were quickly put to good use, right?  Captain Sears was amazed that so much was accomplished, given the fact that there was no planning, no rehearsal, no homework at all, right?  Well, not exactly.

The truth is, the Naval Academy has been planning for Plebe Summer for a long time.  Admissions has received and carefully selected among thousands of potential midshipmen.  Operations has worked, re-worked, scrubbed, and re-scrubbed the schedule numerous times.  Uniform orders, Reef points, hypodermic needles, all had to be ordered.  The chaplains and musicians and Maryland Bible Society had to obtain Bibles, info sheets, determine choir practice schedules and music, and venues.  And of course, each member of the class of ’08 had to plan ahead for this brand new chapter in their lives.

Yes, it was a week of new beginnings, but the real beginning took place much earlier.  For the Class of  ’08, it began in the heart and mind of every midshipman as they first felt a longing for something bigger, brighter, bolder and nobler than they ever thought before.  Allow me to share a thought with our fourth class midshipmen.  Perhaps you were inspired by a parent or friend who encouraged you.  Or perhaps you wanted to break free from some hum drum life that was too predictable.  Or maybe this dream has been a part of you from early childhood.  However the thought came, it finally crystallized and you took it to heart, and after careful, prayerful discernment, examination, high school graduation, SAT scores, physical examination, poking, prodding and learning to say “Sir, Yes Sir!” here you are.  Welcome to the Naval Academy, and welcome to your first hour of worship in the Naval Academy Chapel where we now combine to form one body, one congregation.  Beginnings.

The arrival of any new beginning rarely happens without careful consideration and prayerful planning.  In today’ s New Testament reading, Jesus sent out 70 disciples ahead of him to heal the sick, spread the gospel, proclaim the nearness of the kingdom and prepare the people for his arrival.  And here is the context.  Earlier in chapter nine, the days are drawing near for Jesus to go to Jerusalem, where his earthly ministry will reach its climax on the cross.  As Luke describes it, he “set his face” for Jerusalem.  And in doing so, he sent the seventy disciples ahead of him.  Mind you, these were not his handpicked chosen twelve, his Christian cadres, if you will.  The appointed seventy were part of the greater crowd that followed Jesus, the common people.  And the nearest word Webster offers to characterize these disciples is the word, “ plebe.”  One may wonder why Jesus would appoint seventy plebes to go out and prepare the way for his arrival in the towns leading to Jerusalem.  After all, the twelve had worked with him longer, had been a part of his inner circle.  Was it because they were any better than others?  No.  Was it because they had the right pedigree?  No.  Were they richer, nobler, holier than other people?  No.  Was it because they had the right stuff?  Time would tell.  The real reason they were chosen was simply because God needed them.  With this, the seventy joined a long line of unlikely followers who heeded the call when the call went out…remember Noah, who drank too much, Moses the murderer, David the adulterer, Rahab the harlot?  They are not the people you would want to take home and introduce to your parents.  Yet God had need of them and they said yes, and trusted that God knew what He was doing.  So too with the seventy.  God chose them, not because they were better people, or even better skilled.  They followed him, they hung on every word Jesus spoke, but they were far from sainthood.  God chose them because they were willing go.  Jesus knew that ministry was not a solitary matter.  And as close as he was to his twelve disciples, their numbers were not enough to get the job done.  He needed more.  And as it was then, so it is today.  All are called to go out and prepare his advent into the lives of those who do not yet know him, and all are called to serve him through our prayers, talents, worship, and yes, even our careers. And the time to begin serving Him is now.  

Jesus prayed that that there would be enough and then he sent them out.  That meant away from home and family.  He cut them loose and let them go.  He said, “Go your way.  I send you out as lambs in the midst of wolves.”  I suspect that some of us know what that is like.  Wednesday morning, I was visiting with a host of young men and women waiting their turn to enter Alumni Hall for processing.  And I must say to the ones in worship how much you remind me of myself the day before I left for chaplain’s school.  I looked so civilian-like, you know.  The conversations were casual and low key.  I’d ask one where he’s from and he’d say, “I’m from California, man.”  “Oh,” I said.  “Well how do you like Annapolis?”  “I kinda like it, man.”  “Do you like the weather?”  “Yeah.”  “Well that’s good.”  After the oath of office, those same people did not look very casual anymore.  In fact, they were looking rather serious, and sheared…seriously sheared.  One newly minted midshipman approached me and said, “Sir, may I take off my glasses, Sir?  Sir, I want to visit with my mother before she leaves and I look like a nerd, Sir!”  Now somewhere between that early morning and that late afternoon, somebody had made a powerful influence on that man!  Somebody may have even spoken to him in a forceful voice!  I hasten to say that the ones in charge of training this summer are not the wolves.  They may sound like wolves, but it’s only because they are training future officers for the real wolves in the world who threaten our security and freedom.

Jesus sent out the seventy knowing the way was hard and that they would not always be successful.  The same is true for us.  God knows the stuff of which we are made.  We are not perfect, and experiences like Plebe Summer or any great challenge serve to remind us of this.  But in the words of the great theologian, Martin Luther, “God carves the rotten wood and rides the lame horse.”  Such as we are, Jesus needs you and me.  “The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few.”  If a ship’s CO only allowed seasoned officers to serve onboard the ship, the ship would be undermanned.  And if we were to wait until we were at the peak of spiritual perfection before laboring in God’s vineyard, there would be no harvest.  God needs us to serve as is, and will teach us as we go.  God needs leaders, yes!  But God first needs servants.  In the Christian walk, it’s OJT, on the job training, and in time, we take on the mantel of leadership.  Meanwhile, the kingdom is near, he says, and the time to begin serving Him is here.  And you can begin serving in whatever station in life God has placed you, young or old, with a profession or retired.  Often, you serve Him simply by showing up.  

Several years ago, the church I was serving needed workers for various positions.  There was one person who had been a part of every committee and board the church had, and was now unable to do many of the things she once enjoyed.  She was always there in worship, but she did not think there was much she could offer in terms of service.  And yet, every time I entered the sanctuary, there she was visiting with people.  She knew the name of everyone in that church and made it a point to be the first to greet new people as they came in.  Simply by showing up, she was performing a great service to the church.  Her influence on others was evident.  As one 17th century mystic described it, she was “practicing the presence of God.”  And when I shared that with her, her face radiated and she realized that simply being there in worship, doing what she did, made a difference.  We serve God in a variety of ways, but the important thing is that we serve him today.  Jesus sent out his seventy because he needed servants for the Kingdom.  

When we think of service in the Church, the common Greek word is diakonos.  From this,  we get the word deacon, which means servant.  But more often in the New Testament is found the word for service is “hoopayretace,” which originally meant an “underrower,” someone who worked in the galleys, in the lower deck of a ship.  As such, Jesus said that the son of man did not come to be “rowed” by others but to “row!”  We therefore row for the One who himself rows in the galley with us.  We row, we serve, and by serving we learn the meaning of leading.

Shortly after declaring independence, our country entered a fierce war with Great Britain.  It would have been to our advantage had our military been better prepared, but the time to become a nation had arrived.  Our country’s servants answered the call and by the grace of God our nation won its independence against superior forces.  After the war, when the soldiers considered taking matters into their own hands by revolting against the government for inadequate pay, they gathered in Newburgh, New York to seek the counsel of their leader, General George Washington.  Just before he spoke, he pulled from his coat a pair of spectacles.  Few had ever seen him wear them; much less that he had need of them.  Then he said, “Gentlemen, you will permit me to put on my spectacles, for I have not only grown gray, but also blind, in the service of my country.”  These and subsequent words quelled any further thought of mutiny.  It reminded them that theirs is a service to others and not to themselves.

Today we celebrate the 228th anniversary of our nation’s independence because there are those who were willing to serve when our country needed them.  As Christians, we celebrate our freedom in Christ whenever we serve him through our worship, our gifts, our prayers and our careers.  

In the Bible, the other word, synonymously used for service is the word “ministry.”  And whether our service, our ministry consists in preaching from Paul or planning power point presentations, whether it’s musical or medicinal, administrative, academic or athletic, learning rates or memorizing dates, cleaning your room or forming a platoon, commanding a ship or finding paint to chip, sitting in a foxhole or making jellyrolls, when we do it in answer to God’s call to serve, we do it for Him.  And when we do, we will find the Kingdom of God has come near.  And there is no better time for that to begin than here and now.  May the Lord of the harvest bless our efforts, and our willingness to serve as we do so together in this season of beginnings.  Amen.
