
 
Jesus was sending the Disciples out into new territory. They were 
to act as witnesses to the good news and to do the marvelous 
things that Jesus had been doing. Jesus was sending them to do 
this themselves, with their very own hands rather than them 
witnessing Jesus. If that weren’t daunting enough, Jesus begins 
to tell the twelve disciples about what they should expect to 
encounter as they do the work of witnesses to the good news.   
Jesus starts off: “Do not think I have come to bring peace. I have 
not come to bring peace but a sword.” He goes on — they are 
going to be serving the mission of the good news in a world filled 
with division — one side against another. A world filled with 
suspicion — none will trust the words of another. A world filled 
with malign intent — not simply disagreements but people willing 
to count as nothing the lives of others. Taking up the mission of 
the gospel, Jesus says, force of arms will not help them, and they 
won’t have the force of arms on their side, anyway; instead, it will 
be like taking up a cross. 
Not much of a sales pitch. 
But, Jesus tells the twelve: In serving the gospel, what they will 
have is faithfulness. And if they are faithful, they will encounter 
along the way so many who would also serve the gospel. If you 
are in need of a cup of water, Jesus says, what you will find is 
those who are willing to give a cup of water, you will find those 
who are willing to share, and you would not have found them if 
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you weren’t in need. Your need will call forth generosity. If you are 
doing the work of justice as the prophets did, Jesus says, what 
you will find is those who are also hungry for justice, you will find 
those who also seek a prophet’s reward of justice, and you would 
not have found them if you weren’t faithful to the cause of justice.   
The mission of the 12 disciples is to go forth as witnesses to the 
good news, not to solve the world’s problems all on their own, but 
through faithfulness, to find others to join the cause of Christ. This 
is what Jesus offers the Disciples — the chance to take up work 
that is beyond their ability to do on their own, to risk doing the 
impossible, because in faithfulness, they will find others to join the 
cause of Christ. 
In advance of today’s congregational meeting, I wanted to take a 
step back and look at the circumstances that we find ourselves in 
as a congregation. Sort of a review of the year that has passed 
and a look ahead at the year to come. And it is … daunting.   
The church has been pushed out into new territory. All of a 
sudden, we are out on our own seeking to be witnesses in brand-
new ways in a world filled with challenges. Here we are, 
witnessing to Jesus in a world filled with division, one side against 
another. Here we are, witnessing to Jesus in a world filled with 
suspicion — none will trust the words of another. Here we are, 
witnessing to Jesus in a world filled with malign intent — not 
simply disagreements, but people willing to count as nothing the 
lives of others. And with troubles like this, force of arms would be 
no help — and they aren’t ours to command anyway. Trying to 
witness to Jesus in a world like this … 
Not much of a sales pitch, I know. 
But — what we do have. In serving the gospel, what we do have 
is the opportunity for faithfulness. And if we are faithful, we will 
encounter out here in the world so many who would also serve 



the gospel. What we have the chance to do is not to solve all the 
world’s problems by ourselves, but the chance to take up work 
that is beyond our ability, to risk doing the impossible, and thereby 
to find others who would give themselves to the cause of Christ.   
This kind of faithfulness is woven into the history of this 
congregation. It’s how we have come to be standing where we 
are standing. Two congregations came to realize that they could 
better serve the needs of the community if they were one.  
If mission were not at the heart of the church, we literally would 
not be here. Or again, the civil rights movement was making legal 
headway and cultural progress. But there to meet that progress 
were the entrenched forces of structural and institutional racism, 
this time wielding redlining and blockbusting to fight back 
progress, to keep white people on the top of the heap in our 
country.  
Members of this congregation — Lois Merrill, Bob Downs, 
Sherlynn Reid, among many others — members of this 
congregation set out to stop the wave of segregation from 
sweeping over Oak Park. They risked doing what seemed 
impossible, and they found along the way that so many, so many 
valued the cause of justice too. If mission were not at the heart of 
the church, Oak Park would not be Oak Park.   
And here we are again, First United. Out in new territory facing a 
hurting world. In advance of today’s congregational meeting, I 
wanted to take a step back and look at the circumstances that we 
find ourselves in as a congregation. Sort of a review of the year 
that has passed and a look ahead at the year to come.   
What I see in the year to come is an opportunity, a chance to be 
faithful. We have the chance to partake of work that we know is 
beyond our ability to complete on our own. Because the one who 
is in need of help, that is the one who will learn who is generous.  



And the one who risks much for the cause of justice, that is the 
one who will learn who is hungry for a prophet’s reward, which is 
justice. We have the chance to risk doing the impossible, and 
thereby find others who would give themselves to the cause of 
Christ.	


