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Ezekiel 33:7-11 

    So you, mortal, I have made a sentinel for the house of Israel; whenever you hear a word from my mouth, you shall give them warning from me. [8] If I say to the wicked, "O wicked ones, you shall surely die," and you do not speak to warn the wicked to turn from their ways, the wicked shall die in their iniquity, but their blood I will require at your hand. [9] But if you warn the wicked to turn from their ways, and they do not turn from their ways, the wicked shall die in their iniquity, but you will have saved your life. 

    [10] Now you, mortal, say to the house of Israel, Thus you have said: "Our transgressions and our sins weigh upon us, and we waste away because of them; how then can we live?" [11] Say to them, As I live, says the Lord God, I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but that the wicked turn from their ways and live; turn back, turn back from your evil ways; for why will you die, O house of Israel? 

Romans 13:8-14 

    Owe no one anything, except to love one another; for the one who loves another has fulfilled the law. [9] The commandments, "You shall not commit adultery; You shall not murder; You shall not steal; You shall not covet"; and any other commandment, are summed up in this word, "Love your neighbor as yourself." [10] Love does no wrong to a neighbor; therefore, love is the fulfilling of the law. 

    [11] Besides this, you know what time it is, how it is now the moment for you to wake from sleep. For salvation is nearer to us now than when we became believers; [12] the night is far gone, the day is near. Let us then lay aside the works of darkness and put on the armor of light; [13] let us live honorably as in the day, not in reveling and drunkenness, not in debauchery and licentiousness, not in quarreling and jealousy. [14] Instead, put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires. 

Matthew 18:1-20 

    At that time the disciples came to Jesus and asked, "Who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?" He called a child, whom he put among them, and said, "Truly I tell you, unless you change and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. Whoever becomes humble like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me. 

    "If any of you put a stumbling block before one of these little ones who believe in me, it would be better for you if a great millstone were fastened around your neck and you were drowned in the depth of the sea. Woe to the world because of stumbling blocks! Occasions for stumbling are bound to come, but woe to the one by whom the stumbling block comes! 

   "If your hand or your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off and throw it away; it is better for you to enter life maimed or lame than to have two hands or two feet and to be thrown into the eternal fire. And if your eye causes you to stumble, tear it out and throw it away; it is better for you to enter life with one eye than to have two eyes and to be thrown into the hell of fire. 

    "Take care that you do not despise one of these little ones; for, I tell you, in heaven their angels continually see the face of my Father in heaven. What do you think? If a shepherd has a hundred sheep, and one of them has gone astray, does he not leave the ninety-nine on the mountains and go in search of the one that went astray? And if he finds it, truly I tell you, he rejoices over it more than over the ninety-nine that never went astray. So it is not the will of your Father in heaven that one of these little ones should be lost. 

    "If another member of the church sins against you, go and point out the fault when the two of you are alone. If the member listens to you, you have regained that one. But if you are not listened to, take one or two others along with you, so that every word may be confirmed by the evidence of two or three witnesses. If the member refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if the offender refuses to listen even to the church, let such a one be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector.  Truly I tell you, whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven. Again, truly I tell you, if two of you agree on earth about anything you ask, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven. For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them." 

The Main Thing
It was about six years ago when I first interviewed for the call here at Augustana, and I remember hearing a phrase from Pastor Aune in that initial conversation that stuck with me. It was a phrase that began with Pastor Langness, and it seemed to sum up Augustana’s approach to ministry. He said “Augustana is a place where we try to keep the main thing the main thing.” I liked the sound of that, even though I wasn’t exactly sure what it meant. As I’ve come to understand it over the years, the main thing for Augustana is people’s relationship with God in Christ. That’s what we’re about, helping, encouraging, facilitating, supporting and challenging people to deepen their relationship with Jesus Christ. Everything we do should somehow relate to this goal, and anything that gets in the way of this should be set aside. 

Perhaps this is what Jesus was referring to when he said to his disciples, “If any of you put a stumbling block before one of these little ones who believe in me, it would be better for you if a great millstone were fastened around your neck and you were drowned in the depth of the sea.” Or, “If your hand or your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off and throw it away.” That might seem a bit extreme, but the point is clear: anything that gets in the way of our relationship with God in Christ should be cast aside, quickly and firmly. The main thing then really becomes the only thing that matters, and everything else is put in its place.


As I have come to know and appreciate the ministry here at Augustana these past years, I realize that, while we don’t always succeed at keeping the main thing the main thing, we certainly try to do so, and I hope and pray that this continues to be the case. Even as we are now in the midst of several major transitions, with our newly expanded facility soon to come on line, and welcoming one new pastor while preparing to say farewell to another, I hope and pray that this won’t change, that, amid all the other changes, Augustana will continue to focus on keeping the main thing the main thing. The ways in which we do this, however, will probably need to change and grow over time.

This is true because our world and our community continue to change and grow all around us. New people and different people are entering our community all the time, and we are all facing new challenges, new opportunities, and we need to find new ways to work together to overcome new obstacles. One of the areas that you have come to know is one of my deepest passions has to do with the increasing number of Latinos in our community. While I regret that, since I have accepted this new call, I will not be here to participate in the development of a Latino outreach ministry, I hope and pray that Augustana will continue to pursue this goal. I am under no illusion that such a ministry would be easy or that it is guaranteed to meet with success. I am, however, convinced that the time is right for such a ministry to begin, and that Augustana is the place to do it. 

While the council and leadership and the rest of the congregation will have the chance to read through and discuss a much more detailed report put together by the Latino Ministry task force in the weeks and months to come, allow me to state, as simply and as clearly as I can, why I believe God is calling us to do this. It all has to do with keeping the main thing the main thing. There are people in our community, brothers and sisters in Christ, who are not able to participate in a Christian community and fully experience the saving and redeeming love of Christ. There are obstacles, roadblocks, stumbling blocks that get in their way, and which we are called to remove. Some are kept away by language and culture, and we need to find ways to overcome those barriers and break down those walls. Some are kept away by experiences with other Christian communities that have told them that they have sinned too much and that they’re just not good enough, and they are thirsting to experience a grace-filled gospel message of hope and forgiveness. And some are kept away simply because they haven’t been invited, and they just need us to open our doors and our hearts to welcome them in. 

If we do this, if we can find a way to remove the hindrances that keep others away, if we can live out the full meaning of our mission statement, “to celebrate and proclaim to all the gift of Jesus Christ,” we will be blessed. We will be blessed because strangers will become friends. We will be blessed because we will be stretched to experience the gospel and Christian community in new and different ways. And we will be blessed, because we will discover, once again, that we belong to a God who is on the move, who is working and moving in the lives of our neighbors, and who wants to bless us all with a deeper encounter with the Spirit of Christ that is present in each other. As Jesus said, “Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me.”

That’s why, as we consider doing this or doing anything as a people of God, we really don’t do it for ourselves. Even though we may well receive benefits from everything here, with our wonderful new facilities and the excellent staff and the fine ministries that take place here, it’s not for us that we do them. It’s also not for them, whoever they are, as if we need to bring God to them or lift them up to some preconceived standard of ours. No, everything we do, everything we are, is ultimately, and only, for God. We do what we do because we belong to a God who will not rest as long as there is one person who is outside of the fold and lost in the wilderness. This is the main thing; this is the mission of God; this is the passion of God, to invite everyone into a deep, and growing, and loving relationship, sustained by the Holy Spirit and nurtured by a Christian community, just like ours. And we, brothers and sisters, we have the privilege of being invited to participate in this mission, and to join God in this passion, until that day when no one, and I mean no one, is left outside. Thanks be to God; amen.
