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John 10: 22-30
Dear sisters and brothers, 

Grace and peace to you, from God, who is our Mother and our Father, and from Jesus the Christ.  Amen.

Before I go any further, let me address the fact that, for me, there are 2 distinct groups of people in the congregation this morning:
The first is comprised of visitors, and anyone who joined this congregation after I graduated from high school 12 years ago.  To you folks, good morning.  As Pastor Aune said, my name is Andrea Roske-Metcalfe.  I grew up in this church, and am now serving my first call as a Lutheran pastor through ELCA Global Mission in Mexico.
The second group is all the rest of you, who are scratching your heads over the fact that I am no longer 7 years old.  You’re wondering how it is that I’m standing in your pulpit this morning, pregnant, and dressed like a pastor.  To you folks…I’m sorry, but you’re older than you think!
But that’s OK, because I, too, remember when I was 7 years old, sitting in those pews, on Global Mission Sunday.  I remember hearing Mark Jacobsen’s stories from Tanzania, and thinking that I, too, could be a medical missionary.  I was going to change the world, because my parents and all the people around me told me that I could do anything I wanted, if I just set my mind to it.    

And therein lies the problem, with mission work and with today’s Gospel.  As North Americans, we tell ourselves and our children that we can do anything we want, if we just set our minds to it.  So it’s easy to identify with the people in today’s Gospel, who gather around Jesus to ask, “How long will you keep us in suspense?  If you are the Messiah, tell us plainly.”  We know he knows.  If he would just tell us, then we could believe.  If he would just tell us what he knows, then we could do what it is we’re supposed to do.  
But instead of a straight answer, we get this long, convoluted metaphor about sheep.  It’s typical of John’s Gospel – all cerebral and over-spiritualized – but it doesn’t give us much help in figuring out what to do.
The funny thing is, we find the same problem in mission work.  My position, through Global Mission, is Mexico Country Coordinator for the Young Adults in Global Mission program.  This program sends some 50 young adults, every year, to 7 different countries, for a year of volunteer service.  My job is to shepherd, if you will, the handful that come to Mexico – to help them reflect on their experiences, to think through their questions, to celebrate their insights, to accompany them in their crises and angst… and then I also do some paperwork.  
These volunteers have all kinds of ups and downs during their year of service, but the biggest roadblock for all of them, right off the bat, is figuring out what they’re supposed to do.  They all arrive with a job description, but that’s really just a starting place.  The thing is, we don’t really invite them to come and do anything.  We invite them to come and be.  We invite them into a “ministry of presence.” 
Now, they understand the concept of a “ministry of presence,” in a cerebral, over-spiritualized way.  It gets drilled into them during orientation: accompaniment, relationships, accompaniment, relationships…  They always think they’re ready for it.  But if you ask college students in this country to introduce themselves, 9 times out of 10 they’ll give you their name, the college they attend, and their major and minor areas of study.  Ask for more information, and you’ll get a laundry list of extra-curricular activities and honor societies, with stars by the ones they head-up themselves.  

Now take those same college students, and put them in Mexico, or Slovakia, or South Africa, or Malaysia.  Have the locals ask them to introduce themselves, and watch those young volunteers stammer to think of an appropriate response.  Their credentials are stripped of all relevance, and they feel completely naked.
And it’s not just young people.  How often do any of us introduce ourselves to someone without adding what it is that we do?  We, in this country, love to do things.  We love to know what’s going on.  We want to know, plainly, if Jesus is the Messiah.  If we know, then we can do something about it.  If we know, then we can believe.

But that’s not how it works.  It’s tempting, in this Gospel, to hear that believing causes one to become one of God’s sheep, when in fact it’s just the opposite.  Jesus tells the people, “You do not believe, because you do not belong to my sheep.”  This implies that those who do believe, believe precisely because they’re a part of the flock already.  They believe because of the work God has already done, over which they have no control.
We like to think that we’re in control; that we believe because of our own decision-making.  The truth, however, is that we only believe because of the work God has already done.  God allows us to believe in spite of ourselves.  And God’s mission in the world continues, through God’s people, often despite our best efforts; despite our best “doing.”
At least, that’s how it was for a Lutheran congregation in the Midwest, not unlike Augustana, that decided, about 15 years ago, to enter into a mission partnership with a country in east Africa, not unlike Tanzania.  And while that congregation was not Augustana, and that east African country was not Tanzania, this story…is true.
This church wanted to do some sort of mission work in east Africa.  The mission committee was wise enough, right off the bat, however, to recognize the inherent danger in making assumptions about what other people need.  So they sent a small delegation to meet with the people in east Africa – to get to know them, and to better understand their culture.
The delegation left, and they came back.  They sat down with the mission committee, where the chairperson asked them, “What have you learned from our sisters and brothers in east Africa?  What is it that we can do for them?”

The delegation members looked at one another, very uneasily, until one of them finally spoke up.  “Well,” he said, “we’re not exactly sure how to say this.  We’ve decided that the best thing we can do for our sisters and brothers in east Africa…is to send them…bras.”

He went on.  “The women there have no bras at all!  For much of the day they’re uncovered, some of them are nursing babies…and it’s obvious that they just don’t have a lot of…support!” 

The mission committee didn’t really know what to make of this, but they had already spent all this time and money sending the delegation over in the first place, so they agreed to move forward with the proposal.  

They had a bra drive.  That little Lutheran church collected bras in all different sizes, all different colors...underwire bras, training bras, nursing bras, you name it, they had it.  And they packed them all up and shipped them, to their sisters, in east Africa.

A year later, the mission committee decided to send another delegation to east Africa, to see how their mission project was going.  Three members of the committee agreed to go, and when they had arrived at the edge of the village, two of the elders came out to greet them.  They exchanged the usual pleasantries, and before they had even reached the village, one of the delegation members couldn’t wait any longer.

“We’re so curious,” she started.  “Did you receive the bras?  Are they serving your community well?”

A huge grin spread across the face of one of the elders.  “Oh, my,” he said.  “We are so grateful for your generous gift.”  As he said this, he began to pull something out of the side of the blanket he was wearing.  “Never before,” he continued, “have we had pockets!”

Everyone in that community in east Africa was wearing a bra around their waist, and keeping their things in the cups.

I would pay a large sum to have been a fly on the wall during the next mission committee meeting.
God’s mission in the world continues, through God’s people, often despite our best efforts.  That congregation sent bras to east Africa, for heaven’s sake, and in spite of such ridiculous ignorance, God managed to give those people pockets!  
That mission partnership continues to this day.  God’s mission in the world continues, through God’s people, despite our best efforts.

In just a few minutes, Pastor Aune will ask for your Global Mission offering envelopes.  When I was 7 years old, I thought the money that went into these baskets would buy medicine, and textbooks, and missionary salaries.

I was right.  But I was more focused on doing that on being.  I didn’t have the whole picture.  The money that goes into these baskets will also further God’s mission in the world, through relationships…through ministries of presence.  And those relationships don’t happen in cerebral, over-spiritualized places.  They only happen when flesh and blood people like you make it possible for flesh and blood people like my husband and me to go and just be, in places like Mexico and Guatemala and Tanzania.  
God’s mission in the world continues, through God’s people, often despite our best efforts.  It’s hard to wrap your brain around, isn’t it?  This notion of being rather than doing…  It takes my volunteers awhile to get it, too, but when they do, they really get it.  

So I’ll leave you with some thoughts from Katherine, one of my current volunteers, who teaches English to pre-schoolers and leads workshops for elementary-aged kids in a very marginalized community in Cuernavaca.  She had trouble getting it at first, too, but once she did, this is what she wrote:
“This is what my work revolves around – forming relationships. I don’t know how much English is really going to stick with the kids, or if my workshops are vital to the children of the community, or if I can make any impact on huge forces like globalization and food insecurity. But I am learning names, sharing meals, sharing laughs, and trying to become part of this complex and tight-knit community. It is difficult not to know what kind of tangible impact I have on people’s lives, but for the moment I feel reassured that the work I do is of value. It’s not my job to save the world, even if I want it to be. That I have to leave to God, and I am not God. My presence is my ministry.”
Amen, Katherine.  Amen.
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