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Galatians 6:1-16; Luke 10:1-11, 16-20

I heard a story about a professor who was teaching the passage from today’s gospel to her students.  She asked those in her classroom to imagine that they were those 70 who were sent by Jesus to preach and heal in his name.  She asked what would be most challenging to them on this mission.  Some of the answers were pretty predictable: it would be hard to leave behind family and friends.  They could have no money in case of emergencies.  They didn’t even have a change of clothes.  One student mentioned the line, “eating and drinking whatever they provide”.  The rest of the class laughed, but he repeated it, clearly emphatic that eating what was set before him was a huge challenge in his opinion.

When the professor asked him to elaborate, he revealed that he had been a pastor’s son in a very rural, very poor region of the country.  The members of the congregation regularly invited the family over for dinner, and as a child with picky eating habits, he was instructed to always clear his plate.  However, the student recalled that they couldn’t always be certain what kind of meat was actually the main course.  Who knew what animal they were eating, or how long it had been dead?  Suddenly, the charge to go anywhere and eat whatever was much, much more difficult.


Jesus’ charge to those he sends out to preach the word can be especially troubling for us to hear.  On the surface, we know it’s exactly what Christ calls us to be doing: setting aside worldly cares and concerns, we are to go where we are called, proclaim Christ at all costs, and trust ourselves to the full power of God in our lives.  Great.  That sounds fantastic… however.  And there is a great big “however” in this passage, isn’t there?  However: Jesus isn’t really telling me to go to everyone, right?  He doesn’t really mean everywhere, right?  I mean, some people don’t deserve my love and care and to hear the word, right?  I mean, who knows what kind of animal will find its way onto my plate if I live that way.

We know that we’re supposed to say that Jesus loves the little children, all the little children of the world.  We know that God made us all, and we’re all beloved.  We know that, in the words of Dr. Seuss, a person’s a person no matter how small.  We know this.  It is, however, exquisitely hard to live out.

On this, the Fourth of July, we commemorate the 234th anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Independence, the document that justified the independence of our fledgling nation and began to set out who and what we were as a country.  The second sentence of that document is often considered one of the best known phrases in English and a foundation of American self-understanding: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.”  These words have inspired Americans towards women’s suffrage, civil rights, anti-discrimination, and so much more.  These words are formative in our understanding of ourselves as a nation.

And yet, like so many of our best intentions, we simply cannot pull it off.  After all, we were a nation founded by a very particular group of people under very violent terms.  In spite of our best intentions, the DNA of this country and its makeup tends to hold true to those specifications.  I’m not saying it’s wrong to own land, or be male, or fight a war – I am saying that that we have not been very historically good as a nation in living up to the ideals of our own Pledge of Allegiance, swearing that we are one nation, under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.


Look again at Jesus’ instructions to his apostles sent out into the world.  He gives very specific instructions: “Whenever you enter a town and its people welcome you, eat what is set before you; (there’s that potentially indigestion-inducing command again…) cure the sick who are there, and say to them, ‘The kingdom of God has come near to you.’”  And this all makes sense.  Be good to those who agree with you.  However, Jesus does not stop there.  He also tells them what to do with people who aren’t on their side: “Whenever you enter a town and they do not welcome you, go out into its streets and say, ‘Even the dust of your town that clings to our feet, we wipe off in protest against you.’”

We want to stop there.  Yes, we seem to declare.  Those jerks who aren’t on your side?  Who don’t like you?  Who don’t agree?  They don’t even deserve to be the dust on your feet as you stomp off.  But we can’t stop there, because Jesus has one more instruction for them.  You also have to tell them, “’Yet know this: the kingdom of God has come near.'”

Did you catch that?  You still declare that the kingdom of God has come near, even to those who don’t want to hear it.  They don’t like you and you don’t like them, but it doesn’t matter – even to them, the kingdom of God has come near.  All are created equal, endowed by their creator with certain unalienable rights.  We are all under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.  Really all, not just the all that we like or understand or with whom we get along.

When Paul says all in Galatians, his readers likely heard “all of us here in Galatia”.  His admonition in verse 10 work for the good of all whenever we have the opportunity might have allowed space for readers to hear “all of us”.  But Paul doesn’t let us.  He actually says: “So let us not grow weary in doing what is right, for we will reap at harvest time, if we do not give up. So then, whenever we have an opportunity, let us work for the good of all, and especially for those of the family of faith.”  When I hear Paul say this, I know that all for him is broader than nationality or race.  This is, after all, the one whose writings we read just two weeks ago, reminding us “There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.”  This is the real all – all those who for who Christ has died.
On this, our Independence Day, I challenge you to consider for what and for whom you have been freed.  When we proclaim that we are one nation, under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all, we are holding ourselves to a higher standard.  We are declaring that by the law of this land and by the will of God, we will always love and serve our neighbor, whether that neighbor is in this country or not, from this country or not, deserving of service or not.  Jesus sends us out to places where we will not be comfortable, where we will not understand, to people who are not like us.  But they are the all, the family of faith, endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights.  All really means all.  For the freedom we receive to serve our neighbor, thanks be to God.

