The Ministry of Jesus- Respecting the Prophets
Pentecost 2

Jeremiah 28:5-9, Matthew 10:40-42

June 26th, 2011

Dear friends in Christ,


This week, summer officially arrived, and the sun and high temperatures seem to confirm that.  In the church year, we’re now in the long season after Pentecost.  During this time, our focus turns to the ministry of Jesus.  Between now and Labor Day we’ll have the opportunity to hear some of the great teachings of Jesus, especially as he teaches in parables.  We’ll also see some of the great miracles of Jesus, such as the feeding of the 5000 and the calming of the sea.  The primary Biblical focus is chapters 10-16 in Matthew’s gospel.

We start out this morning with a word from Jesus to the community to welcome and respect the prophets, or more generally, to welcome those that bring the message of God’s kingdom to the world.  Some of you may be familiar with Mike Rowe and his cable television show, “Dirty Jobs.”  In this show Mike does all kinds of disgusting and difficult jobs that most of us would never do.  Examples include being a cricket farmer, lightning rod installer, animal control specialist, clam harvester, dung beetle researcher, leeches farmer and others I’d better not mention at a family oriented church service.

When I think of the work of the Biblical prophets, I can’t help but think it was a rather dirty job. It was dirty not in the sense of being disgusting and filthy, but dirty in the sense that it was difficult, dangerous, and often went unrewarded.  It’s a job few of us would really want.


An example of such a prophet is Jeremiah, whose words we read in the first lesson.  Jeremiah was called by God to speak a message of judgment against the northern kingdom of Israel and its rulers for falling away from God.  Included in his words was the prediction that all the tribes of the north would be taken into exile by King Nebuchadnezzar of Bablyon.  In chapter 26 we read how priests and other prophets and officials wanted Jeremiah put to death for his prophecy.  They, in fact, killed another prophet, Uriah, who had prophesied similar words as Jeremiah.


As if the job wasn’t tough enough, there were other prophets, like Hananiah in today’s  lesson, who opposed Jeremiah. He prophesied the people of Israel would only be in exile two years, not the 70 years Jeremiah was saying.  His was a much more optimistic and favorable prediction.  So Jeremiah had to tell Hananiah at the end of Jeremiah 28 that he was wrong and would be judged for false prophecy.  He said,  “Listen, Hananiah, the Lord has not sent you, and you made this people trust in a lie.  Therefore thus says the Lord:  I am going to send you off the face of the earth.  Within this year you will be dead, because you have spoken rebellion against the Lord.”  And then the chapter concludes, “In that same year, in the seventh month, the prophet Hananiah died.  Jeremiah, like so many of the prophets,  had a tough, dirty job that the Lord called him to do.

In the New Testament, it was the disciples who would carry on the prophetic tradition, bringing the message of God’s Word.  It wasn’t going to get any easier.  Today’s gospel lesson is the conclusion to what is called the missionary discourse of Jesus, which is found in Matthew 10.  In this chapter Jesus sends out the 12 disciples to announce the coming of the kingdom.  It was going to be a tough, dirty job for them as well.  “See, I am sending you out as sheep into the midst of wolves,” he said.  He says of the religious rulers, “Beware of them, for they will hand you over to councils and flog you in their synagogues; and you will be dragged before governors and kings because of me.”  We know the disciples ultimately did suffer on behalf of Christ, all alleged to have died at the hands of those opposing Christianity.

As Jesus was sending out the twelve, he spoke the final words in our gospel lesson to the community, and, I think, to us.  We, and others around us, carry on the mission of the disciples today.  What was Jesus saying so long ago, that still holds true today?


Well, first, he says, we are to welcome those that are Christ’s disciples among us today.  This might include a strong leader with a strong message, like a prophet.  It might include one who’s life is marked by exceptionally righteous living.  And it certainly includes the common, ordinary followers of Christ, the “little ones,” whom Jesus refers to in the lesson.  


Why is this so important?  Because, when you welcome disciples of Jesus, you’re welcoming Christ himself.  When you welcome a disciple, Jesus himself becomes present among us.  And since I think every one of us whom God has called together in this church this morning is a disciple, as we welcome one another, we’re welcoming Jesus.  Just think what that might mean if we truly believed that to be true.  Just think how that might change things among us, if we really thought Jesus was right here with us today.

This idea is captured in the following story.   A famous monastery had fallen on very hard times. Its many buildings were once filled with young monks, and chapel resounded with the singing of the choir. But now it was deserted. People no longer came there to be nourished by prayer. Only a handful of old monks remained, and they didn’t get along all that  well.
On the edge of the monastery woods, an old rabbi had built a tiny hut. He came 

there from time to time to fast and pray. No one ever spoke with him, but whenever he appeared, the word would be passed from monk to monk: "The rabbi walks in the woods.”

One day the abbot decided to visit the rabbi and bear his troubled heart to him. As he approached the hut, the abbot saw the rabbi standing in the doorway, his arms outstretched in welcome. It was as though he had been waiting there for some time. The two embraced.

The rabbi said, "You and your brothers are serving God with heavy hearts. "You have come to ask a teaching of me. I will give you a teaching, but you can only repeat it once. After that, no one must ever say it aloud again."  The rabbi looked straight at the abbot and said, "The Messiah is among you." The Abbot stood in stunned silence. Then the rabbi said, "Now you must go." The abbot left without ever looking back.
The next morning, the abbot called his monks together in the chapter room. He told 
them that he had received a teaching from the rabbi who walks in the woods, and that this teaching was never again to be spoken aloud. Then he looked at each of his brothers and said, "The rabbi said that one of us is the Messiah."
         The monks were startled and thought to themselves: "What could it mean? Is brother John the Messiah?  Is brother Thomas?  Am I the Messiah? What could this possibly mean?" They were all deeply puzzled by the rabbi's teaching. But no one ever mentioned it again.
As time went by, though, something began to happen at the monastery. The monks began to treat one another with reverence and respect. They were gentle with one another. They lived with one another as brothers once again. Visitors found themselves deeply moved by the genuine caring and sharing that went on among them. Before long, people were again coming from great distances to be nourished by the prayer life of these monks. And young men were asking, once again, to become part of the community. 

When we welcome one another as Christ’s disciples, we are welcoming Jesus himself.  We are a new community, setting aside the things that so frequently irritate and divide us, so that we can serve Christ and worship him.  It doesn’t take much to be welcoming.  Just a small gesture of friendship, like a handshake or a hug.  Or just a small act of kindness, like offering a cup of cold water to one who is thirsty, or a cup of coffee to someone that is new.  It isn’t much, but as we do those things, we’re welcoming Jesus himself.   And with Jesus here, who knows how life and community might be changed.
Jesus also adds in this teaching, that those who welcome the disciples will be rewarded.  We all like rewards.  Just think of all the rewards offered by credit card companies if only we use their card.  There are airline rewards and vacation rewards and hotel rewards and rental card rewards and cash back rewards, to name just a few.

But the reward Jesus promises to all that welcome those that bring God’s Word, is not like that.  In fact, the reward has no value in the eyes of the world at all.  It’s not the promise of a healthier, safer, or stress free life.  It’s not the promise of a nicer home, bigger car, or more loving family.  No, the reward Jesus is speaking about is the promise of God’s blessing.  It’s the reward of knowing you are doing what God wants.  It’s the reward that promises life with God forever, no matter what happens in this life.  In the earthly sense, the reward of the prophet was no reward at all.  In fact, it was a difficult, dirty job, that often ended in isolation and a humiliating death.  But what the prophets and disciples did have in this life, was the assurance they were doing what God willed.  What they did have was the Father’s approval.  What they did have was the promise that at the end of life, they would be united with God forever.  And that was enough.  In fact, that was more than enough.  That’s the prophet’s reward, and it is given to all that welcome those who bring God’s Word.  

At a time when there are so many divisions among people and even divisions within our churches, let us hear again these words of Jesus to the community.  Let us welcome one another, as brothers and sisters in Christ who bring God’s word.  For as we do so, we welcome Jesus himself.  The reward of welcome is not one of points, prizes, or cash back bonuses.  The reward is knowing we are doing what God desires, and one day will have the reward of heaven.  And that’s all the reward we really need.  Amen 
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