An Investment in People and Prophets

Matthew 25:14-30


When I was up in the mountains of Chiapas in southern Mexico a week ago, I was given the opportunity to preach the Sunday morning sermon for a gathering of churches in Las Maravillas.  Mind you, worship normally lasts 2-3 hours each time they meet; on this particular Sunday, it would last for over four hours (and that was before any of us had breakfast!).  

We were there for a weekend assembly of indigenous churches from remote outlying Mayan villages, hovelled in steep mountain terrain 8-9,000 feet above sea level.  It took a great deal of effort to simply get there, since the dirt roads were deep with ruts and mud from the recent rainy season; landslides having taken out the road to Maravillas, requiring us to climb around boulders, trees, and other debris to reach our destination.  
I had just spent my second night sleeping on the floor of the primitive cinderblock and metal-roofed meeting house—a sleep which was constantly interrupted by barking dogs and roosters crowing throughout the night.  I was tired, I was hungry, and I was attempting to convey a message of hope to people who could not understand one word I was saying.  Not only was my English translated into Spanish; most who were there could only grasp it once it was further translated into their native tongue—Tzotzil or Tzeltal, as the case may be.  Needless to say, it was one of the more challenging preaching assignments I have ever been handed.

For my text, I chose the entire chapter of John 11—the story of when Lazarus was sick and then died, and Jesus did not return to Bethany until Lazarus was already laid in the tomb.  It’s a long and complex narrative, with several memorable subplots within it.  Just reading the story alone in three different languages took nearly a half an hour!  
What I tried to convey was the meaning of the text to me: that the rising of Lazarus from the dead is intended to be the story of the church.  More to the point, the proclamation of the Gospel and its message of hope is not just intended for some future afterlife—rather, like Lazarus’ resuscitated body, it is meant for the present, and it’s particularly intended for those who are poor and afflicted—that the purpose of following Jesus and trusting in his word of salvation was not only to give them hope at the time of death, but more significantly, that it’s also meant to give them hope during one’s life.  

Now I have no idea if this message got lost in translation, or whether they simply didn’t agree with me, for I didn’t get a sense they were embracing the implications of what I was saying.  Or maybe they didn’t want to, as Ricardo mentioned to me later, because to apply the Gospel to real life situations tends to bring about hard choices and, with that, disagreements and conflicts.  You see, liberation theology (as they may have perceived my message to be) is not commonly accepted among the Evangelicals (or Protestants) in southern Mexico.  
In truth, before the Mayols began their work there, the people of Maravillas had been told that the Christian faith is only concerned with salvation from this life—that it’s more about “afterlife” than “real life.”  That’s why religion is a safe topic, even in oppressive circumstances, because it’s only about some hopeful and just future, not about justice and hope in the present.  So if I had told them how glorious heaven would be, they would celebrate and sing!  But I told them the Kingdom of God was to be our goal on earth, which is why they sat there without a response!
Honestly, the same probably holds true for many American Christians.  Christianity has been viewed as more about salvation after death, not salvation from the things that lead to death.  The “other-worldly” nature of the Gospel is easier to proclaim and accept as a personal salve for the soul—to calm one’s worries in life, to ease one’s anxieties over illness, hardship, and death, with the assurance and knowledge that, like a good novel, everything works out fine in the end.  It keeps a relationship with God personal, intimate, and private.  It’s far too provocative (and in many cases too costly) to address injustices in society through the church.   
Yet, if that were true, if the Gospel message is applicable only to the afterlife, if salvation is only about what happens after death, if Christianity is only meant to be a coping device for the present, then the story in John’s Gospel would have ended with those proverbial words spoken by gravesides even today: “I am the resurrection and the life; those who believe in me shall never die…”  And Jesus would have left Lazarus lying in his tomb, while merely consoling his sisters, Mary and Martha, with the promise of a future salvation.  That would have been the whole story.  

Except, as I pointed out in Maravillas, that’s not the whole story!  If you read through John 11, it goes on for another half of the chapter when Jesus went to the grave of Lazarus and confronted all the hopelessness of this life and commanded those who have no life to rise from the depths of their despair.  In other words, Lazarus (whose name means, “he whom God helps”) represents those who are hopeless in the world—those to whom Jesus calls out to rise up from their spiritual deaths in this world in order to claim their God-redeemed lives!
For those sitting on the wooden benches in Maravillas last Sunday morning, there could have been much to say about despair and hopelessness.  They live it each day the sun rises and sets.  Against the economic forces of free markets and capitalism, their subsistence life barely holds on.  They know better than we about the rich getting richer and the poor getting poorer.  After NAFTA, they have few markets to sell their corn because large transnational agricultural enterprises from the U.S. and Canada have flooded the Mexican market; these Mayan farmers possess little influence to change their marginalized status in Mexican economy or society.  At the same time, they have often been caught up in violence and civil unrest, where the federal army and security police are repressive and harsh, and now many of them are being forced off their communal lands and relocated to the cities, regardless of the existing laws, while their ancestral lands are being bought up for oil exploration and mining.  

That’s why it confounds me that they are so resistant to efforts that inspire hope for them in the present.  It speaks right to their world, their lives, and their circumstances.  The rising of Lazarus from the dead serves as a powerful metaphor for what Jesus represents not in some future life, but in the present world, as he proclaimed his calling: 

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. (Luke 4:18-19)

If this was the mission of Jesus, then it certainly is the mission of the church—to do everything in our power and in the time allotted to us in this life to help people in need and to proclaim the truth about this world and this life—what’s wrong with it, what needs to change, where we need to stand up and advocate in order that those who are oppressed in some way, shape, or form, may be able to rise above it and reclaim their lives!  It’s a Gospel proclamation of mercy and justice!
Whether in Maravillas or Noank, that’s the mission of any church: to be invested in and focused on people, wherever they are, whatever their circumstances may be; as well as to be invested in prophets who stand up and proclaim the truth of God to a world that is continually uncooperative with, if not resistant to, it.  The pastoral and prophetic mantles are laid across all of our shoulders as we invest ourselves in the ministries of our church.  If we invest our time and energy and resources doing these two things, then God will bless our efforts and our church will thrive.  If we do anything less, then we will struggle for a purpose, for relevancy, and with a reason for being in this world.
In Noank, I’m pleased we have a legacy that bears this out.  We have been at the forefront of many ministries of justice and caregiving, and we’re also mindful that ultimately, our work rests in restoring and supporting the lives of people.  As a result, people have invested in our collective ministries in important ways, and in turn, we have been a leading mission-oriented congregation within the American Baptist family, providing funding in significant ways to agencies and ministries that share our vision for helping those in need. 

But as we age as a congregation, as we begin to worry about the shrinking of our support base, as we deal with the lingering effects of a struggling economy, we’re facing a future that is quite uncertain and challenging.  We don’t have an endowment to fall back upon.  We can’t bill members for annual dues as do many non-profit agencies.  We are one among many worthwhile organizations seeking financial support.  We are dependent upon the contributions that each of our participants offers voluntarily.   That’s a precarious way to run an organization and a ministry from year to year, particularly since we don’t place a heavy emphasis on fundraising or stewardship.  
We haven’t had to because we have trusted God and we have trusted each other—that the ministry of the Gospel proclaimed from this church is important enough to all of us that we’ll give generously.  God has inspired each of us to care about Noank Baptist and we’ve come through consistently, even when the challenges have been daunting, if not overwhelming.  
The problem is, tough times get us thinking more about money than ministry.  We start to become more concerned about profits, than prophets.  We begin to buy into the belief that making our ministry and theology popular, we will draw more people.  We also become tempted to think that we can charge more for the use of the building, or cut back on our mission giving because we need it here more than elsewhere.  Tight times have a way of clouding our judgment on what we should do and what we should be as a church of Jesus Christ.  

Then, of course, we have a parable like this for our text today from Matthew 25 that suggests that the one who makes the most from his monetary investment is the one who is the good and faithful servant.  It’s easy to simply drop this into our money-conscious culture and justify ourselves by claiming Jesus is more concerned about making profits for the church, than supporting prophets.
But this parable, so often misunderstood, is not about making money, but about being invested fully in the values of God’s kingdom.  Jesus used a common narrative in his society about the rich getting richer, but transformed it to refer to those who invest in the Gospel values of God.   The good and faithful servants are those who work hard at increasing the value and influence of God’s presence and reign while the master is away, the ones who follow through in bringing about God’s reign in the present, while the one who is condemned is the one who sits back and simply waits for the master to return—the ones who do nothing except for themselves while waiting for the afterlife.  In other words, this parable is about expanding the ministry of salvation in the present—ministry in the meantime—not just saving souls for the afterlife.  
Think about it.  Everything we do to promote the values of mercy, justice, reconciliation, compassion, charity, equality, hospitality, comfort, forgiveness, service, and love to others while in this life is blessed, whereas those who hoard the blessings of God for their private benefit—focusing only on when the Lord returns risk being huge disappointments to God.  Good and faithful servants are those who increase the value and integrity and effectiveness of ministry through the church in this life, which is meant to be a reflection of the way God wants the world to be in a community of right and just relationships.  

That’s why the ministry of the church is about people and prophets, because enhancing human lives is our focus and opposing injustice and cruelty to people is our mission.  What we are committed to in this life to make the world more in line with God’s will is blessed by its fulfillment in the life to come.  We don’t wait to join the Kingdom of God after death; we work together to bring about and experience the Reign of God in the present and expand its reality to as many lives as possible in the time we are given.  
I wish I could have been understood last week in Chiapas by those whose lives are desperate for a better world.  Life has been terribly unfair to them.  It’s cruel in its own way for them to believe that God only cares about them after this life, and not in meantime.  As Jesus said, the time for salvation is now, not later.

Perhaps that is why I am eager to remind us today, on Pledge Sunday, how important our ministry is.  Today is our time to declare how much we are invested in this ministry that we share.   I realize all of us have limited incomes; no one here is without needs of their own or other legitimate ways of spending precious income.  But consider what will happen if we decide the ministry of the church is not important enough to invest in in a significant way.  We will risk losing something immeasurably important to all of us and to God and to all those whose lives now are filled with hopelessness and despair.  
For this investment in people and prophets helps to save everyone of us from giving up hope in a world that doesn’t value people enough, nor listen to prophets who speak the truth to power.  We need this ministry.  Our community needs this ministry.  Our world needs this ministry.  The people of Maravillas need this ministry.  

Each of us will decide today just how important an investment it truly is.
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