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“Why Go On Mission Trips?”
(sermon given 7/11/10 by Scott Jansen)
Luke 10:25-37

The Scripture quotations contained herein are from the New Revised Standard Version Bible, copyright © 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the U.S.A., and are used by permission. All rights reserved.

[Prayer for Illumination] Loving God, we come now before the sacred mysteries that you have revealed to us through Jesus. Therefore, may the words of my mouth, and the meditations of all our hearts, be acceptable to you, O Lord our strength and our Redeemer. Amen.

Today we have some of our youth group here who will be going off to New York for their Mission Trip this week. Raise your hands if you’re going on the trip…. So I want to ask the question, Why should we go on a mission trip? Not, why might it be fun to go on a mission trip—that’s an entirely different sermon. Rather, why should we, as Christians, go on a mission trip??? But before we explore that, first we need to hear the wisdom of Jesus as it was recorded by Luke. Listen now for God’s word for you….

Just then a lawyer stood up to test Jesus. "Teacher," he said, "what must I do to inherit eternal life?"

He said to him, "What is written in the law? What do you… read there?"

He answered, "You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength, and with all your mind; and your neighbor as yourself."…….

And he said to him…, "You have given the right answer…; do this, and you will live."……

But… wanting to justify himself, he asked Jesus, "And who is my neighbor?"???

Jesus replied, "A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell into the hands of robbers, who stripped him, beat him, and went away, leaving him half dead. Now by chance a priest was going down that road; and when he saw him, he passed by on the other side. So likewise a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side.

But a Samaritan while traveling came near him; and when he saw him, he was moved with pity. He went to him and bandaged his wounds, having poured oil and wine on them. Then he put him on his own animal, brought him to an inn, and took care of him.

The next day he took out two denarii, gave them to the innkeeper, and said, 'Take care of him; and when I come back, I will repay you whatever more you spend.'

Which of these three, do you think, was a “neighbor” to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?"

He said, "The one who showed him mercy."

Jesus said to him, "Go and do likewise."

Amen. So ends the reading and may God add a blessing to our understanding.

Have you heard the joke about the Good Samaritan lawyer who was in a big limo driving down the road when he noticed a young family eating grass by the side of the road? There was a man and a wife and four kids all eating grass like sheep. So the lawyer ordered his chauffeur to pull over, and he rolled down the window and said, “why are you eating grass?” And the mother answered, “we’re too poor to afford any real food.” So the lawyer said, “all six of you… climb into my limo and you can eat at my place.” So, they did, and after they all buckled their seat belts, the lawyer said, “you’re really going to love my place—the grass hasn’t been cut in three weeks.”… With apologies to all the good lawyers among us……

When I first learned CPR about ten years ago in Iowa, they had recently passed a “Good Samaritan Law” so you wouldn’t get sued if you tried to do CPR on someone dying on the side of the road…. If your loved-one were having a heart attack and some stranger tried to perform CPR, but was not successful, how many of you would sue the stranger???? The fact that we needed such a law is a good indication that real life is not always as simple as this parable suggests.

In the parable, it’s obvious that the man left for dead is in need, and it’s obvious what kind of help he needs. But in real life, the type of help we offer is not always the type of help that is desired. That’s an important point for people giving CPR, but it’s even more important for missionaries, or anyone going on a mission trip. What type of help is really appropriate?

I have a friend who told this story in our Men’s Forum (not a church member)… about a time when his neighbor’s grass was getting very long, so he took it upon himself to mow his neighbor’s grass. And my friend was shocked when his neighbor reacted quite negatively. The neighbor did not want his grass cut that day, not by my friend, nor anyone else. And this incident destroyed their neighborly relationship.

So who was at fault—my friend, who provided help that was not desired; or the neighbor, who reacted so negatively toward someone who was only trying to help????????

Christians have been criticized, deservedly so, for the missionary work that we did three hundred years ago with the Native Americans who once roamed these lands. European Christians decided that the Native Americans needed help…. But the help that they provided was not always the help that was desired.

So, there is a danger in helping others. I used to think of mission trips as an opportunity to go help people. I felt good about that. Helping someone makes you feel good about yourself. It makes you feel secure and powerful, because if you’re helping someone else, in a sense, it means you are better off than they are…. On my first mission trip, I thought that I had the answers, I had the resources, and they should be grateful for my help, because they could become a little bit more like me. Such arrogance…..

So, an immature attitude about mission trips is to assume that you know better than anyone else what folks need, and therefore you can just go ahead and help without anyone speaking a word. That immature attitude is just a way of affirming whatever you think is valuable in life. However, a better way to help is to be humble—to ask people what they need, and to let your helpful impulses be subject to their instructions.

When I went to New Orleans after Katrina, I assumed that I would help by rebuilding houses. I like my house, and I actually enjoy fixing up my house. But I soon found out that what the victims wanted, more than construction workers, was someone who would listen patiently as they shared their feelings…. The point is, you have to listen, rather than just assume that the help you want to provide is what’s actually needed.

It took awhile for the larger Church to figure this out. But, today, all of the mission work done by the PCUSA denomination is done under the slogan of “mission work in partnership.” In other words, we find mission partners—people who are already struggling to accomplish something, we let them define their goals, and we go to work alongside of those people to help them achieve whatever they have set out to achieve…. That’s modern mission work.

But why, you ask, did it take so long for the church to figure this out? Well, part of the reason is this parable. If you interpret it as a portrayal of the ideal way of helping, then you may get confused. This parable is not a description of the way to be helpful. Jesus never helped anyone in the way that the Good Samaritan helped. Rather, this parable is a description of who… should be within our sphere of concern. The question posed to Jesus was not, how do I act as a neighbor. The question was, “who qualifies under the category of my ‘neighbor.’”

If your own family member were injured, bleeding, half-dead, you would not wonder about whether or not to render aid. The lawyer who quizzed Jesus had no trouble with the notion that he had to love his neighbor. The question was not how, but who. Who do we consider to be a neighbor?

If you misunderstand this parable, you might think that a pastor should be the last person on the planet to ask for a handout. If Jesus was saying, pastors won’t help people in need, but perfect strangers will…, then that would be a reasonable conclusion. But, as I can personally attest, nobody in need of a handout thinks that a pastor is the last person on the planet to ask.

Jesus doesn’t mention the priest and the Levite because of their vocations. They are mentioned because they are the most obviously dyed-in-the-wool Jews. And the Samaritan is not mentioned because of his vocation as a merchant—he is mentioned because the Samaritans were the most-hated foreigners amongst the Jews.

The question, who is my neighbor, means, who is included in my sphere of concern? And the parable Jesus gave in reply was meant to say—everyone should be included in your sphere of concern. Live your life as if every human being on the planet matters to you. For example, if you produce garbage, and you put the garbage in the can and the truck comes and takes it “away”………., well think about where it’s going and what effect it will have on the people who live near there, both today and hundreds of years from now….

You see, if you live your life as if everyone is your neighbor, it changes everything you do. That is why we go on mission trips. We don’t go to fix all the world’s problems, as if we had the power to actually do that. We don’t go to affirm how wonderful we are by showing some poor people how much they are different from us. We don’t go to help ourselves get into college, or elected to be person of the year. There are lots of bad reasons for going on a mission trip. The best reason to go is to remind ourselves that everyone is included in our sphere of concern, so that we can live our everyday lives as God desires.

When you go on a mission trip, you learn about the lives and the challenges of others. This is like a foretaste of Heaven, because in Heaven, you’re going to encounter all kinds of different people—many of whom you never even dreamed existed. And you’ll want to be able to say to all of those very different people, “I lived my life mindful of you.”…. I think there are going to be a lot of uncomfortable questions in Heaven, when all kinds of folks are asking me, “why did you throw that away?” or “why did you buy that?” or “why did you invest in that?”????

A mission trip reminds us who is a part of God’s family—our family. I know we all like to show pictures after a mission trip—look, we built this shack, or we painted this wall, or we weeded this garden, whatever. That’s nice, especially if it gets other people to consider those folks. But the real success of a mission trip can’t be captured in a picture. The real success is when a heart is changed to see the world’s family more closely to the way that God sees them.

When I went to Guatemala, the question I faced dozens of times was, “why not take all of those thousands of dollars that the group is spending on airfare, and just send the money to the villagers so they can buy all that they need? Wouldn’t that be more efficient than flying a bunch of out-of-shape Americans down there to do a pitifully small amount of unskilled manual labor?”

And my reply was, “more efficient for what purpose?” Four years later, every single minute of my life is different because of my experience in Guatemala. But I have sent money off to many different charitable causes and forgotten about them entirely after a month.

So, we could take all the money the kids are spending on airfare, and use that money to hire some professional contractors out in New York, and those contractors could get a whole lot more construction work done than what our high school kids are going to accomplish. That’s the hard cold truth about efficiency.

Likewise, Richard Crang is going on a mission trip to Colombia later this month. He is paying for much of that trip himself, but the church is also sponsoring him. Yet, Richard has a weak heart and I don’t imagine him getting a huge amount of manual labor done. So, couldn’t we just send the money to Colombia instead of sending Richard? Is that efficient?

And, why go so far away? Why not just drive five miles down the road and work with some agency here that helps the needy? Aren’t there poor people in the Chicagoland area??????

Yes. But, the point of a mission trip is not to go and heal all the world’s problems. The point is to heal ourselves, to change our own hearts, to give us a different perspective on the world, to remind us just how big God’s family is, to prepare us for family life in Heaven…. And if you’re not going on a mission trip this summer, be sure to talk with those who are going—to let their experiences and discoveries wash over you as well. And don’t ask them how many nails they pounded. Ask them the question the lawyer asked of Jesus—who is my neighbor?

Amen.

