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Text: Matthew 9:35-10:8 

 

There is a little book I have kept on my shelf for decades.  It is a collection of sermons preached 

by M.S. Rice at the Metropolitan Methodist Episcopal Church during the 1920’s.  Like most 

sermons, they were intended for a particular congregation at a particular time.  But at least one of 

those sermons has held up quite well in the almost 100 years that have passed since it was 

delivered.   

 

The sermon is entitled, “The Expected Church.”  Dr. Rice begins that sermon with an illustration 

of a group of city leaders sitting around talking about the social issues facing their community.  

Into every topic they came back to the same foundational question, “What is the church going to 

do about it?”  The implication is that there is a need for leadership on prominent social issues and 

folks are looking to the church to take the lead in addressing these issues. 

 

Dr. Rice adds, “It is a terrific thing for the church to be expected.  Its duty is serious enough 

when it is thrusting itself upon a world that does not want it.  But when the world is wanting it, 

and waiting for it, and actually expecting it, then the responsibility should make the church 

quake.  If it fails then, it squanders opportunity, and trades an offered respect for an earned 

contempt.  It not only disappoints God but it likewise betrays humanity.  The reward for what the 

church already has done is this: it is expected to do more.” 

 

A century later, I believe those powerful words are just as true today.  And we may see these 

expectations as either a burden or an opportunity, for perhaps they are both.  It is a burden to 

wade into the uncertainty of any social issue.  To do so is to acknowledge that you will be 

mocked and ridiculed and demeaned.  To take a bold, prophetic stance is to risk judgement, 

anger and the loss of friends.   

 

Our Bishop invited clergy to participate in a conversation about race relations this week.  One of 

the brief videos he shared was a documentary in which Dr. Robin D’Angelo mentioned that 

people can be reluctant to speak up about racial discrimination.  She illustrated this by noting 

that there are those who would rather not call out racist statements during Thanksgiving dinner 

because to do so would ruin the dinner.  But she made the point, doesn’t the willingness to make 

such hateful statements already ruin the dinner?  Why be silent? 

 

To address the social issues of our time may be a burden, but they are also an opportunity.  I 

believe we are more true to our faith when we view the circumstances of our day as an 

opportunity to boldly express a faith that states that we are all created in the image of God, there 

are no distinctions between race.  And wherever anyone is treated as anything less than a beloved 



child of God, this is an opportunity to speak up from a position of faithfulness.  Our calling is to 

follow the example of Jesus with a love that is generous, a grace that is unfailing and hospitality 

that is all-encompassing. 

 

As an aside, I want to say that I am pleased to see the energy and enthusiasm around the end to 

racial discrimination.  The willingness for around 1000 people to participate in a march here in 

Columbus is inspiring.  But I worry about the next steps.  This feels like familiar territory.  After 

a period of brief energy, we lose interest, lose focus.  Perhaps we presume that we have done 

enough by reading a few books, watching a few movies, participating in a march, but then we 

allow things to go back to the status quo.  This is hard work and it is going to take our sustained 

efforts to bring out societal changes.  Hang in there, and keep learning, growing, speaking up, 

speaking out, making a difference.  Real, sustained changes are going to take all of us working 

together. 

 

And that, I believe is exactly at the heart of today’s gospel lesson. But first, let’s take a step back 

to understand the context.  By the time we come to today’s reading, Jesus’ ministry is well 

underway.  He has assembled a small group of followers who are witnesses to his caring 

ministry.  The chapters leading up to today’s reading are filled with healing miracles.  Jesus is on 

a healing spree.  Some of these healing stories seem to indicate that people were seeking him out.  

They had heard about his abilities and brought loved ones to him in hopes that he could heal 

them.  Still others indicate that Jesus himself initiated the healing, perhaps moved by compassion 

toward the suffering he saw.  He was so moved that he had to act.  And so he heals a centurion’s 

servant, Peter’s mother in-law, a man possessed by a demon and a paralyzed stranger to name 

just a few.  Along the way, he also found time to calm a storm and have dinner with sinners and 

tax collectors.  And these are just the events that are recorded.  It is indicative of an average 

moment in the life of Jesus.   

 

With that backdrop, today’s reading notes that Jesus was going from town to town, teaching and 

sharing the good news of the kingdom of God. The people Jesus met were often strangers to him, 

but he found himself moved by each of them.  There was something compelling about these 

people.  Maybe it was because he looked at them and saw not strangers and unknown people, but 

he saw beloved people.  Though he didn’t know their names or circumstances, he saw that they 

shared something in common.  These people were a part of his family.  Matthew hints at this 

when he gives us a view from Jesus’ own eyes.  He writes that “when he saw the crowds, he had 

compassion” for them.  His heart was touched.  He wanted to make a difference. 

 

But to be honest, compassion can be very tiring.  You have likely heard the term “compassion 

fatigue.”  It can be energizing and moving to help others and know that we are making a 

difference.  But this can also be overwhelming.  If we don’t take time to care for ourselves along 

the way, the burden of compassion can be too much.  Throughout the gospels, Jesus addresses 

this need by going off to a quiet place to pray and meditate.  He made a point to care for his soul 

so that he could do the things he needed to do.  But in today’s gospel, he also does something 

more.  He invites others to help.  He doesn’t try to do it all himself.  He turns to those closest to 

him and encourages them to do what they can.   

 



These disciples who have been following Jesus have been around long enough that they have 

seen his actions.  They have seen him care for those in need, seen his compassion in action, 

watched how he loved everyone he met.  Now it is their turn. 

 

Jesus commissioned his disciples to continue his message into all the communities nearby.  They 

were instructed to share the good news, to tell people that they are loved.  They are encouraged 

to heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast out demons.   

 

This is one of many instances in which I wish we had a longer version of this story.  I would like 

to be a fly on the wall to see the reactions on the disciples’ faces.  Were they shocked and 

astonished?  I would expect them to be.  I would imagine Thaddeus coming up to Jesus afterward 

and saying something like, “I’m not very good at that casting out demons part.  I was wondering 

if there might be a desk job or something a bit easier.”  Or I can imagine Andrew coming up to 

admit that he hadn’t really paid attention to the healing stuff and wasn’t sure he could do that. I 

imagine that the disciples were a bit taken aback by this invitation.  And I base that upon my own 

personal responses. 

 

My skill set doesn’t include the cleansing of lepers.  And my resume is lacking in the raising of 

the dead.  And even that proclaiming good news portion can be a challenge some days. We hear 

Jesus commissioning his disciples and begin to think of excuses of why we are not up to the task.  

But Jesus was not mistaken.  He believed in the gifts of these disciples and he believes in you 

and me.  With God’s help and with the support and encouragement of one another, we are 

capable of some incredible things. 

 

There was a woman in another church who was extremely difficult to visit.  She was unfailingly 

negative about everything.  I continued to visit thinking that there must be some trauma or grief 

or loss hidden beneath the surface, but it took everything I had to walk through her door knowing 

that I was going to be met with overwhelming negativity.  But during one visit, I was taken 

aback.  Something had changed.  She was pleasant, complimentary of others, spoke kindly of the 

people in her life.  I listened thinking that I had come to the wrong person.  But I hadn’t.  It was 

her.  Before I left, she explained that a longtime friend had come to visit her.  This friend had 

stayed with her through all those difficult years.  And while visiting had continued to point out 

the goodness and beauty inside and outside.  It had taken many years, but she heard that message 

and it changed her life.  Ask me if I have ever seen anyone raised from the dead and I think of 

the ministry of that unknown woman who worked a powerful change. 

 

Jesus looked at his disciples and sent them out believing that they could make a world of 

difference.  Although we didn’t read this portion of the story, when the disciples returned, they 

came back with unexpected stories.  Even when they left uncertain that they were up to the tasks 

that were assigned, they returned to tell incredible stories.  That is our story as well. 

 

I remember a young couple saying to me once, “We aren’t here to change the world.”  After 

thinking about it, I don’t think that is an option.  Our very presence changes the world.  We talk 

about a carbon footprint, meaning that our very presence has already changed the world.  It isn’t 

a choice between making a difference or not.  Our choice is how we will change the world, how 

we will make a difference.  Will we work in ways that bring this planet closer to the image Jesus 



described as the beloved community?  If we assume that this is someone else’s responsibility, we 

will overlook the unique gifts we each have to make a difference.  We were created for a time 

like this.  We were created to make that lasting, positive and holy difference. 

 

Let me conclude with a story from a friend and colleague.  One afternoon someone came to the 

church seeking help.  The man was in the church chapel, weeping.  His cries were loud enough 

to attract the attention of the janitor.  The janitor followed the sounds and found the man sitting 

in a chair crying.  Looking up, the man said he needed to talk to a pastor.  The janitor realized 

that the pastor was not there at the time.  He thought about telling the man to come back some 

other time, but decided to see if he could help.  The janitor said to the man, “I work here at the 

church, can I help you?” 

 

The weeping man poured out his soul to the janitor.  The janitor listened intently and at the end 

asked the man if he would like to pray together.  And so they did.  The man seemed relieved and 

thanked the janitor never knowing of his true identity. 

 

None of this would have ever come to light except a few weeks later a kind note arrived at the 

church.  The letter expressed gratitude for the thoughtful pastor for taking the time to listen and 

to pray.  The letter went on to explain that the kindness and patience experienced that day were 

such that the man had been able to face his troubles one by one.  He wrote to say that he still had 

a long way to go, but that the was doing much better thanks to their ministry to him. 

 

Upon reading this my friend had no recollection of having met the man.  He began to ask other 

staff members if they remembered this encounter.  Finally, word reached the janitor about the 

letter.  He went to the pastor to confess that he was the one being referred to and to ask 

forgiveness for pretending to be someone he was not. 

 

My friend is a wise pastor.  He wasn’t angry.  In fact, he was grateful.  He thanked the janitor for 

what he had done and how he had helped the man in his time of need.  My friend commented 

that he was thinking about changing the janitor’s job description to Associate Pastor.  It wouldn’t 

be a bad idea. 

 

These are times that call for all of our ministry.  We are not called to be bystanders, but to enter 

into the fray, sharing our gifts one by one.  Jesus knew that his disciples had something special to 

offer.  And that is true for each of us as well.  Hang in there, keep working hard, share your gifts 

and love one another.  With God’s help, we can make a difference. 

 

 

 


