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This is the fifth Sunday and the beginning of the fifth week of our eight week journey called It’s Time.  The title of this week’s focal chapter is, “It’s Time to Have a Passion for the Great Commission of Jesus Christ.”   Bruce Jennings is associate pastor at an inter-denominational church in North Augusta, and I heard him tell about a seminar which impacted him very profoundly.  It started with the question, “What is your passion?”  The speaker said, “If you had to sit up all night talking, and you could only talk about one topic, what would it be?”  Bruce said for him, it would be the gospel, particularly sharing the gospel with others.  That’s his passion.


Bo Prosser is the Coordinator of the Congregational Life team for national CBF.  If you remember when Bo was here to this launch our It’s Time journey, he told of going to a church in the midwest where some people said, “We want to serve Christ, but we’re not sure where to start.”  Bo’s response was:  “Start with what you are passionate about.”  I suppose that that’s how I ended up as a preacher and Bible teacher, because I am passionate about the New Testament.  I remember teaching a Winter Bible Study in Bennetsville, South Carolina.  The topic was Galatians, and after one of the sessions, a lady walked up to me and said, “May I ask you a question about the New Testament?”  I said, “Mam, that’s like handing a drunk a bottle.”


Why is passion important?  To know the answer to that question, you only have to know someone who has lost his or her passion.  I read a cute story about a woman who felt that her husband had lost all of his passion for her and for their relationship, so she set up some marital counseling with the pastor.  The pastor spent about six sessions trying to put some spark in the husband, trying to light a fire under him, but this guy’s wood was wet.  Finally in exasperation and desperation, the pastor said to the husband, “Watch this,” and he grabbed the wife and gave her a passionate kiss.  Then he turned to the husband and said, “Now, that’s what she needs at least twice a week.”  The husband thought for a moment and said, “Do I have to be here, or can I just drop her off?”


I hate to say it, but I have known some Christians who seem to have about that much passion for the Great Commission.  Fortunately, I’ve known many other Christians who are very passionate about the gospel and about sharing it with other people.  Have you ever known somebody like that?  Their passion, their excitement, is contagious.  When I was doing Masters work at the seminary, I belonged to a little prayer group, six students who met every Thursday morning at ten o’clock to share prayer concerns and pray together.  One of those students was Jerome, a handsome black man with a great smile and a very winsome personality.  While I was preparing to be a pastor, Jerome was preparing to be a church planter, which was unquestionably his calling.  He came in one Thursday morning and said, “Hey guys, we need to pray for these five people I’ve witnessed to today.”   It’s ten o’clock in the morning– “five people I’ve witnessed to today”!  And he told us about having been at the bank that morning, and as he handed the teller his deposit, he said, “Not everything I have invested is in your bank.”  She said, “Oh, you’ve got investments somewhere else?”  (All five of us who were listening to the story just started grinning, because we were all thinking, “He’s got her now.”)  She said, “You’ve got investments somewhere else?”  And he started talking about the Sermon on the Mount and about treasure in heaven, where rust does not consume and thieves cannot steal.  After a couple of minutes, she said, “I really can’t talk any more right now because I’m on the clock, but could you come back during my lunch hour or when I get off and talk with me some more?”  His passion was contagious.  It made other people want to hear what he had to say; and it made me want to be more like Jerome, bolder in sharing my faith.  


In our New Testament Lesson, we have the text commonly referred to as the Great Commission, the last words of the risen Christ before his ascension.  At every commissioning service I have ever attended where career missionaries were commissioned, this text has been read.  It’s not hard to see why, with this language of making disciples of all nations.  But at the risk of getting bogged down in language, most English translations make the first word, “go,” an imperative, a command:  “Go and make disciples.”  But in the Greek New Testament, it is a participle (what would be an -ing word in English).  So I really like the translations which say, “As you are going, make disciples.”  As we are going wherever our daily lives take us, we should be making disciples.  The Great Commission is not just for career missionaries.  It is for every Christian.  If we are Christians, if we identify ourselves by the name of Christ, as we are going about our daily lives, we should be making disciples.  


Luke records  in Acts 1:8 a slightly different version of the last words of Christ.  There Christ says, “You shall be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”  As Christ speaks these words, he is just outside of Jerusalem, which was in Judea, which was right next to Samaria.  In other words, Jesus says:  start where you are– witnessing, serving, doing ministry, doing missions– start where you are, and then move out in larger and larger circles until the gospel has reached the ends of the earth.  After 2,000 years, I think this is still the simplest way to think about and talk about missions.  There is local missions, missions where we are; and then there is missions beyond our community, across our state and nation and around the world.


Jesus said:  start where you are.  One of the things which surfaced during our Futuring process and which continues to come up as we move through our It’s Time journey is that this church sends a lot of people out into this community to serve Christ and to serve others in his name.  In fact, we seem to do a much better job of equipping and inspiring people to serve than we do at knowing and recording who all is doing what.  We’re working at trying to collect this information, and it’s going to be a huge data base.  And I hope you know by now that one of the two main goals of It’s Time is to make sure that you are in that group.  We want every member of Greenwood First Baptist Church to find a way to serve Jesus Christ, to use his or her spiritual gifts, to do something for Christ in this church or this community. 


That’s the goal of It’s Time on the individual level.  On the corporate level, as a church, our goal is to discern– to prayerfully discover the leading of the Holy Spirit– into some ministry which God would have our church take up in this community at this time.  I hope that you are praying about that regularly and specifically; and I hope you are attending the weekly Bible studies on Sunday or Wednesday so that you can be part of the conversation as we begin to dream about and talk about the ministry God might lead us to.


Last time I mentioned in my sermon what I called characteristics of a missional church; they were based on some things Daniel Vestal said in that chapter.  There is another quality I think missional churches have which Daniel did not mention, and the most concise way I know to talk about it is to quote my friend Marion Aldridge, who is the Coordinator for CBF of South Carolina.  I’ve heard Marion say many times, “In the past, churches thought in either-or terms– either we will do this or we will do that.  But in the church of the twenty-first century– (we might say, in a missional church)– people think in both-and terms.  If Christians and churches are going to fulfill the Great Commission, we must say:  we will both do missions in our community and we will do whatever it takes to see that the gospel reaches the ends of the earth.


For Greenwood First Baptist Church, of course, that means missions in Greenwood and missions beyond Greenwood.  Most churches probably put more emphasis on and more money into far-away missions– and in a way I can understand that.  There is an excitement and an intrigue about missions in New York City and in Africa which working in one’s own community does not have.  Nonetheless, local missions are very important because our own community is where we have the most potential to do good in the name of Jesus.  Dottie Williamson is one of the pioneers of multihousing ministries.  Research indicates that in multihousing communities (mobile home parks, apartment complexes), only four percent of those folks go to church.  And Dottie has been saying for years, “Then let’s take the church to them!”  I heard her tell the true story of a retired couple who started a children’s Sunday School in an apartment complex near their church.  The first Sunday ten children showed up; none of them had ever been to church.  This couple started at the beginning:  they told these boys and girls about Jesus and about salvation, and every one of those young people gave their lives to Christ that morning.  And Dottie Williamson had that great line.  She said, “Ten out of ten– you can’t do better than that under a tree in Africa!”


It is the calling of Greenwood First Baptist Church to do missions in our community by sending people out into the community to serve Christ and to serve others in his name; by partnering with other local congregations and ministries and service agencies; and finally by fulfilling the specific mission which God has for this church in this community at this time– including the new ministry which are praying for God to lead us to.


As for missions beyond Greenwood, we do most of that through our partnerships in and through the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship.  This is why we have a state missions emphasis in May and a Global Missions emphasis during Advent.  During those times, in a very specific and focused way, we add our learning and understanding and prayers and energy and financial resources– and sometimes volunteers– to the terrific missions efforts of CBF, both CBF of SC and national CBF.  You may recall my mentioning that I spent a couple of days in Charleston week before last.  While I was there, I visited Metanoia, our CBF of SC urban ministry in the Chicora neighborhood of North Charleston, the poorest section in the Charleston metropolitan area.  Our CBF of SC urban ministers, Bill Stanfield and Evelyn Oliveria, are absolutely transforming the lives of children and their families among the poorest and most marginalized people in Charleston.  This is what Jesus spent almost all of his time doing, finding people who could do little or nothing for him in return and sharing with them the love of God.  This past Friday, one of our Sunday School classes, with the help of donations from the church family, sent two truckloads of diapers and food to the clothes closet and food bank at Christ Central Ministries, CBF of SC’s partner ministry in Allendale County, which is the poorest county in South Carolina.  If you’ve been in our It’s Time Bible studies (and maybe if you haven’t), you’ve heard me say:  in our subculture, the most neglected aspect of the teaching of Jesus is his very clear instructions to care for the poor and the marginalized.

 
Finally, this morning’s scripture says that we are to take the gospel beyond our state and nation to all the nations of the world.  Through our gifts to national CBF in our budget and through our gifts to the Global Missions Offering, we help that happen.  Frankly that money does little or nothing to help our church and our community, but it’s part of that both-and mindset which missional churches have; and clearly it is our calling from Jesus.  George Stadsklev, a career missionary in Ivory Coast, Africa, told of an experience he had which underscores the importance of global missions.  He was involved in a construction project, trying to finish a building before the rainy season.  As he worked one day, a woman from a distant village approached him and said, “I am told that you are a man of God”; and she insisted that he return with her to her village.  George told her he’d be glad to come as soon as the building was finished.  She said, “Then I will wait for you.”  A local man explained that what she meant by this was that she would live in George’s home with him until he was ready to make the journey.  So he decided to break away that day and go with her.  


When he arrived at her village, George was introduced to a village elder, who asked him, “Where have you been these many years?”  George said, “What do you mean?”  The old man explained that many years earlier, someone in their village had gone to a neighboring town, where he had heard a Christian missionary.  The man became a Christian, and the missionary told him to return to his village, to tell the people to burn their fetishes, and to build a house of God.  “And soon,” the missionary said, “someone will come and tell you more about God’s love.”


The man returned to his village.  The people burned their fetishes.  They built a house of God.  The old man said, “We waited and waited, but no one came.  The house of God became old and fell down, so we built another, and we kept waiting.”  He explained that this had happened several times.  He pointed to the little church building and said, “This is the fifth house of God we have built.”  George, knowing the materials and construction techniques these people used, realized that each church would have lasted about five years.  These people had been waiting for more than twenty years for the promise of the missionary to be fulfilled.  George stayed for two days, teaching them about God’s love in Jesus Christ, and he promised to return as soon as the building in the other village was finished.  Before George left, however, the village elder insisted that George accompany him to the cemetery.  He pointed to grave after grave, saying repeatedly, “Where have you been?  So many have waited.  So many have died.  Where have you been?”


I can tell you:  the people of that little village are not the only ones who are just waiting for someone to share with them the great love of our God in Jesus Christ.  How long must they wait?






