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Do you remember what it's like when the gym teacher picks two captains
and then instructs them to pick their team? Some of you may have been
the captain, which I assume was very satisfying. But, for the rest of us
non-athletes, this process was excruciating.

If they were picking for the person most likely to liven up the team, or to be
the best encourager and the one to bring the fun, I know I would have been
among the first to be picked. However, they were choosing who would help
the team win because of their athletic prowess. They were looking for the
strongest, fastest, and the one who would contribute to victory. So, in other
words, not me. When it was time to choose, I was often one of the last
picks.

And, isn’t that still the way? We know it really shouldn't be. But so often we
are looking for the most successful, the one who is the best persuader, the
one with the most power. We want to choose those who stand out above
the others. We are looking to align with those who are the most powerful,
the fastest, the most skillful, who have the most stuff. That's the team we
hope will choose us. Those are the leaders we want. We want to be picked
first. We still want to win. We have learned to measure success by how
greatly we are able to trounce the other side.
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This is true on a large scale, with government and religious leaders. True in
major athletics, with NFL, NBA, and MLB drafts to name a few. But it’s also
true in our everyday relationships. Most often our first instinct is to line up
with those we perceive as the potential winners in the world. And then jump
up and down thinking “pick me, pick me.”

In the Gospel of Luke, we find Jesus turning our understanding of what it
means to be successful in this world upside down. Jesus levels the playing
field. All are welcome. All are included. All are invited. Jesus extends grace
to all. After the arrival of Jesus, all of us—athletic, intellectual, dramatic,
reclusive—now we get to simply decide whether or not we want to join the
team. To join in and change the world.

Today we are going to join Jesus and his disciples on their way to
Jerusalem, found in the first 25 verses of Luke 10. I invite you to open your
bibles and follow along. There is much we could discuss in these 25
verses, and again I want to encourage you to spend some time the coming
week reading, pondering, and praying over these scriptures. Let the Holy
Spirit speak to you, teach you, lead you forward as followers of Jesus.

Let me set the stage a bit. Earlier in the Gospel, Jesus has commissioned
and sent out the 12 apostles to heal, cast out demons, and preach the
good news. All three of the synoptic gospels, Matthew, Mark, and Luke
share this story. But Luke alone tells this next part. Luke is concerned that
all will come to know they are included in the salvation brought by Jesus
Christ. He wants all, Jews and Gentiles alike, to understand that the
transforming life of following Jesus is theirs to freely live.

In the previous chapter, Jesus has described how difficult it will be to be his
disciple. He has been clear. To follow him, the Son of God, means leaving
the past behind and choosing to move forward, all the way to Jerusalem. It
means understanding that the first will be last and the last will be first. It
means picking up your cross, it means accepting that this will involve
suffering, it comes at a cost. It means no “Yes, buts,” no excuses or
reasoning a way out of paying  the cost. And, most gloriously of all, it
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means you are being given the responsibility, the privilege, the honor of
choosing the way of life with the power to change this crazy, messed up
world.

And then Jesus sends out 72 more people. Most commentators agree the
use of 72, and some versions 70, is very intentional. In Holy Scripture,
numbers often have meaning. In Genesis 10 is a list of all the nations of the
world as understood by that author. There are 70. By including all the
world’s nations, Luke is once again making a statement. Salvation is for all
of humanity.

72 people who have heard Jesus describe the road of discipleship ahead.

Turn with me now in your Bible. I am reading from the NRSV found in our
pews. And yes, I do bounce back and forth with other translations, most
often the Message. I do so and I would invite you to do so as well. Often it
opens a door to a new perspective, a broader interpretation, an aha!
moment. Again, we are in chapter 10, starting with verse 1.

1 After this the Lord appointed seventy-two others and sent them
on ahead of him in pairs to every town and place where he
himself intended to go. 2 He said to them, “The harvest is
plentiful, but the laborers are few; therefore ask the Lord of the
harvest to send out laborers into his harvest. 3 Go on your way; I
am sending you out like lambs into the midst of wolves. 4 Carry
no purse, no bag, no sandals, and greet no one on the road.

5 Whatever house you enter, first say, ‘Peace to this house!’ 6 And
if a person of peace is there, your peace will rest on that person,
but if not, it will return to you. 7 Remain in the same house,
eating and drinking whatever they provide, for the laborer
deserves to be paid. Do not move about from house to house. 8

Whenever you enter a town and its people welcome you, eat
what is set before you; 9 cure the sick who are there, and say to
them, ‘The kingdom of God has come near to you.
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10 But whenever you enter a town and they do not welcome you,
go out into its streets and say, 11 ‘Even the dust of your town that
clings to our feet, we wipe off in protest against you. Yet know
this: the kingdom of God has come near.’ 12 I tell you, on that day
it will be more tolerable for Sodom than for that town.

Jesus promises them the harvest is plentiful. There are many people who
might look at an unbelieving world and shake their heads, give up, be
overwhelmed. Not Jesus. Never Jesus. He looks at humanity and sees
possibilities. He sees people deserving of a different life, a life of love and
mercy. He sees people lost in addictions, caught in a web of abuse and
violence. He sees all people worthy of hearing the gospel, knowing they are
included, sharing the extravagant love of God, and he calls these 72 to
start by praying. Praying for more disciples willing to share the good news
of Jesus Christ.

I appreciate the way theologian David Lose writes these words:

Jesus does not commission the 70 (72) to prepare a harvest;
that remains God’s responsibility. Rather, Jesus commissions
his disciples to gather the harvest in and to pray that other
laborers will join them in this important work. While our contexts
for ministry may have changed from that of the seventy, Jesus’
commission to his followers remains essentially the same. God
is responsible for the growth of our communities. We are called
to be open to this growth, to plan, organize, and work in such a
way that anticipates, rather than impedes such growth; to pray
for and invite others to join us in gathering the harvest God has
prepared.

To do so, we must be vulnerable. Vulnerability is not a characteristic we
think of as an asset in choosing a winning team. It can imply weakness,
fragility, difficulty doing whatever it takes to win. Yet, vulnerability is
necessary in the call to follow Jesus.
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Jesus is not arming these disciples with weapons of war even though they
are going into a hostile world. Even though they are walking as lambs
among wolves. Their protection is love, grace flowing through them, and
assurance that they are walking in the way of Jesus.

They will rely on the hospitality of strangers for their food, for their shelter. It
is in these homes, where the door has been opened to them, that they will
bring peace and blessings. They are not to kick down the door, not to pick
up a bullhorn and yell on the street, not to accost people on a corner and
verbally force-feed them the gospel. No, these 72 will discover for
themselves people who are ready to hear the gospel because peace will
come into their relationship. Kindness will grow. There will be a receptivity
and the words will flow. These disciples are to be vulnerably dependent.

And, when it doesn't go that way (for Jesus assures them it won’t always go
that way) they are merely to leave, to shake off the dust, and keep moving
forward. They are not to leave destruction in their path, not to harm those
who are not ready to hear, not to become angry or vindictive. They are to
move on. The harvest is plentiful in the next field too.

What happens when the disciples return?

17 The seventy-two returned with joy, saying, “Lord, in your name
even the demons submit to us!” 18 He said to them, “I watched Satan
fall from heaven like a flash of lightning. 19 Indeed, I have given you
authority to tread on snakes and scorpions and over all the power of
the enemy, and nothing will hurt you. 20 Nevertheless, do not rejoice
at this, that the spirits submit to you, but rejoice that your names are
written in heaven.”

Jesus reminds these disciples that more is happening than they can see.
More is going on than they know. Spreading the love of God in this world is
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how evil is defeated. It is the way the kingdom of God is made manifest. It
is the way the world will change.

And what matters more than the joy the disciples are feeling at that
moment? What matters more than the self-satisfaction of following Jesus,
more than watching as the name and authority of Jesus—with which they
have been commissioned—work in the homes and cities they have
entered. What matters most is that  they have pleased God. They have
walked the road of discipleship vulnerably, dependent on others, trusting in
Jesus. They have allowed themselves to be used for the sake of others.
And the Lord God Almighty has been glorified.

Discipleship—following Jesus—is turning our understanding of success
upside down, as he did. He does not only want the strongest, wealthiest,
most powerful, the one with the most toys. He doesn’t want just the loudest,
the fastest, or even the most persuasive. You see, we are all invited to this
team, to come walk the road, change the world. All of us.

What will we need? We need to understand that there are people in our
family, our community, our world whom God has already prepared and are
now ready to receive the gospel. But to share it we also need to be
vulnerable, authentic. We need to take the time to build relationships with
others, be willing to enter their space, to sit at their table, eat their food, and
be grateful for our time in their lives.

We need to speak with words of peace, words of love, words people can
hear. There are so many others who can tell them who they should be,
what they should be doing, where they should be standing, how they
should be acting. We need to speak of possibilities, offer choices, be open
to learning from them a new way Jesus might be working in this world.

We need to bring with us the understanding that when we are not received,
when it is time to move along, we do that even with love and grace. We
shake the dust off and move forward. We don’t call down the wrath of God,
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we don't wave our fists or take up arms. We leave grateful we have been
allowed an opportunity to live the way of Jesus, and we move on.

And we need, we get, we are honored to know, that the act of following
Jesus has consequences far beyond our limited understanding. When we
leave a place, the Holy Spirit doesn't leave. There is never a time when
speaking love, bringing peace, or extending blessings to another in the
name of Jesus is wrong. It will always please God that we were willing to
share the Gospel. And God, the Lord of the Harvest, will continue to bring
growth.

This is the team you have been chosen to be on. The team that loves God,
loves neighbor, transforms the world. And our team is not going to lose.

Let’s pray: Holy God, Lord of the Harvest, we seek to please you in this
world. We confess we have measured success by values that separate
people from one another, exclude, cause some to feel less than
acceptable. So lead us forward by the power of the Holy Spirit to be part of
the kingdom you are creating where all will come to know the love you have
revealed in Jesus Christ. In his name we pray, Amen.

HOLY COMMUNION
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