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It never fails: whenever I pack for a trip, no matter how short or long it is, I 
always end up taking more with me than I use. Inevitably, after I get back, I 
unpack things that I didn't use while I was away, things I never needed to take 
along in the first place.

When Susan and I were packing to go to the Holy Land, we didn't check any 
bags: everything we brought we carried with us. We traveled light, but we still
didn't use it all. Mainly they were things we were advised to bring like insect 
repellent, a hat, and an extra pair of shoes: I brought flip-flops to save space. 
But I didn't use any of those things. I would have used my hat: but as it turned 
out, Good Shepherd Travel gave each of us a hat and I wore that one.

A story is told about Mother Teresa before she began her ministry among the 
poor of Calcutta. As a sister in the convent, all she had were two pennies. 
Another sister told her, “You can't start an orphanage with two pennies.” But 
Mother Teresa answered, “I can start an orphanage with two pennies and the 
power of God.” And she did.

It is amazing what we can do with so little. With a few things thrown into a 
backpack, it is possible to go on a cross-continental trip for a couple of weeks.
And with a couple of pennies, Mother Teresa started an orphanage and a 
ministry among the poor that became known around the world.

In today's Gospel, Jesus offers his followers a similar challenge. “The harvest 
is plentiful, but the laborers are few,” he says. He doesn't say attendance at 
worship and at committee meetings is low, or that there are not enough truly 
faithful people. It is workers who are in short supply.

Then he says, “I am sending you out like lambs into the midst of wolves.” That
sounds both scary and dangerous. So what kind of equipment does Jesus have 
these apostles, these sent out ones, take with them? “Carry no purse, no bag, 
no sandals,” he tells them. What? Presumably, even the shepherd boy David 
had at least a sling to defend his flock from wolves. Certainly that's what he 
had when he went into battle against the giant Goliath. The folks Jesus sent 
went out with hardly any equipment at all, except for the message they were 
to proclaim: “Peace to this house!” and “The kingdom of God has come near 
to you.” The seventy Jesus sent were to function as guests. So the focus was 
on the message itself and on relying on the hospitality and generosity of 



others. When they were welcomed and received as guests, they were to eat 
and drink whatever was provided and cure the sick. 

In last week’s Gospel, we heard how a Samaritan village refused to welcome 
Jesus because he was headed to Jerusalem. Jerusalem was the center for 
Israel’s worship life. But the Samaritans worshiped in Samaria and resented 
Jerusalem’s status. It was like a strong in-state rivalry where you rooted for 
one team but rooted against the other one. 

Begrudging the Samaritans’ refusal of hospitality, James and John offered to 
call a bolt of lightning down from the sky to cremate these Samaritans. Jesus 
said “No way!” Maybe that’s one reason in Mark’s Gospel Jesus gives James 
and John the nickname “sons of thunder,” perhaps affectionately teasing 
them a little. Apparently, these brothers could get riled up pretty easily. But 
at that time, Jesus didn’t tell the disciples how he wanted them to deal with 
such a situation. 

That changes in today’s Gospel. Jesus explains how he wants his followers to 
handle rejection. He says that if people reject them they should accept it, 
shake the dust off of their feet, and move on. This may be a reference to the 
custom of hospitality in ancient Middle Eastern homes of washing the feet of 
one’s guests. Maybe Jesus is saying, “If the house you visit doesn’t offer to 
wash your feet, shake the dust off of your own feet and move along.” Jesus 
didn’t want to escalate hostility. Even then as his disciples were not 
welcomed, they were to proclaim: “the kingdom of God has come near.” Their
main job was to share this good news. Jesus didn’t view the size of the harvest
as being about the efforts of the laborers. The disciples were not charged to 
be effective workers, but to be faithful ones. God, the Lord of the harvest, 
would see to whatever bounty resulted.

Today we sometimes hear concern expressed about the shrinking size and 
influence of the church. There are more and more people in Europe and the 
United States who have no contact with the church except in the so-called 
“throwing services.” If you’re not familiar with that term, a “throwing 
service” is one in which something is thrown, so to speak – like water, rice, 
birdseed, or dirt. In other words, throwing services are baptisms, weddings, 
and funerals.

In the 1960s, Paul Simon wrote a song called “Blessed,” which was an 
alternative version of the Beatitudes. One of the lines in that song was 
“blessed is the church service, makes me nervous.” Especially at funerals, we 



see this demonstrated. Out of respect for the person who died, people try to 
participate in the worship service, but when they come to receive communion,
they may feel nervous. They don’t want to look like they don’t know what’s 
going on. But this can happen to anyone since worship services vary so greatly 
from one place to another.

Last Sunday, Susan and I attended the installation service for Pastor Ed Myers 
at Celebration Lutheran Church in Mount Juliet. It was a very different 
experience from worship at St. Andrew or at Crowell’s Lutheran, where Susan 
serves. For one thing, hardly any of the hymns we sang came from our hymnal:
they were mostly unfamiliar to us. After we received communion, Pastor 
Myers indicated that we were to stay to be blessed. But by then, most 
everyone on our side of the altar had begun moving back to their seats. Then 
Pastor Ed changed his mind and nodded for us to go back as well. So if two 
ELCA pastors worshiping in another ELCA congregation can feel confused, 
imagine what it’s like for people crossing denominational lines, and especially 
for people who don’t go to church much anyway. Be forewarned: going to 
church anywhere probably will make you weird, because each congregation 
has its own peculiar ways of doing things. After awhile, with frequent 
attendance at a particular congregation, having adapted to its ways, we may 
not realize how strange we seem to our guests. I’m impressed when people 
have the nerve to visit any church and worship there for the first time. It’s 
similar to what Forrest Gump’s mama taught him about life being like a box of
chocolates: you never know what you’re going to get.

This, by the way, is something that is very different from the model for 
witnessing that today’s Gospel shows us. How often do we go out in pairs to 
visit in our community? Here at St. Andrew, we haven’t been doing that, but 
we do try to welcome our guests. Are we missing something?

When I interviewed for this job with our Council eleven years ago, someone 
asked me if I thought we needed to go out into the community to visit and 
invite people to worship with us. I said that from what I had heard, St. Andrew
struggled to keep up with the guests we have each Sunday at worship, and 
that learning to do that better probably needed to be our priority. We 
continue trying to improve our outreach. By virtue of his experience and 
history here, Pastor Pearson is our resident expert. In his newsletter articles, 
he reminds us of the need to warmly welcome our guests, and gently tells us 
how to do that. Members of the Servant Support Team work with him to 
welcome guests. Our Greeters do, too. We also have Welcome Visitors who 
drop by guests’ homes afterward to thank them for coming to worship. At 



every staff meeting, we discuss who our guests are, what their needs are, and 
how we can help them feel welcome and become better integrated into our 
life together.

One of the questions we need to ask ourselves about today’s Gospel is if it is 
prescriptive for Christians everywhere and in all times. Or was it given 
explicitly to Jesus’ disciples then? Obviously, the world of the ancient Middle 
East and today’s world in Middle Tennessee are very different places for 
sharing the good news. Context matters. Maybe the main message today is 
that like those early followers of Jesus, we need to feel free to share the good
news everywhere we go. In so many words and ways, it is the same message 
Jesus sent those apostles to share: peace to this house, for the kingdom of 
God has come near to you.

Did you realize that the order of monks that St. Francis founded, the 
Franciscans, wears a rope for a belt? They do this because in 13th century Italy,
belts were like purses and billfolds: they were used to carry money. Francis 
didn’t want his brothers carrying money. Like the Seventy Jesus sends out in 
today’s Gospel, Franciscans were to be beggars who were dependent upon the
generosity of others.

Not much equipment is required to share the good news, just the message 
itself. A popular gospel-inspired song written by Curtis Mayfield makes this 
same point. A Wikipedia article about the song mentions that Rolling Stone 
magazine named it the 24th greatest song of all time: “Martin Luther King, Jr. 
named ‘People Get Ready’ the unofficial anthem of the Civil Rights Movement 
and often used the song to get people marching or to calm and comfort 
them.”  

People get ready, there’s a train a-comin’:
You don’t need no baggage, you just get on board.
All you need is faith to hear the diesels hummin’:
Don’t need no ticket, you just thank the Lord.1

Jesus still sends us to travel lightly as we share the good news in our lives 
today.
 

1 Curtis Mayfield’s “People Get Ready” was recorded in 1964 and released by The 
Temptations as the album’s title track in 1965. Since then, it has been recorded by a wide 
variety of artists. 


