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Micah 6:6-8, Luke 4:16-21; 6:30-36, 
Matthew 25:31-46

The First Practice of a Fruitful Congregation: Risk-Taking Mission and Service
How do we know if we are doing a good job?  In our personal lives, in our professional lives, as a church?  How might we measure our success?      

In other words, we could ask, are we a successful church?  This is a fair question.  We ask it other times for other reasons?  Am I a successful parent?, or spouse?  Am I a successful student?  Am I a success in my profession?  Is my business a success?  Was that program a success?
Can’t we ask – is our church a success?  If we do – we might want to think first about what it means for any church to be successful.  Schools have long decided that a successful student is one who gets good grades and advances to the next level – whether that means to the next grade or to college or being able to get a job – those are some measures of success.   Businesses generally measure their success in terms of profit and market share and longevity.  

What does it mean for a church to be successful?  We’ve had a hard time figuring this out.  In the past, we limited ourselves to saying, look at them – they have lots of people – they must be a successful church.  Look, they just built a new building – they must have lots of money – they must be a successful church.

Today we will take a look at ourselves a bit differently.  We start a special study about what it means to be a successful church – but we’re asking the question in a different way – what does it mean to be a fruitful church?  What does it mean to be a fruitful congregation?

We have some help from Robert Schnase, who is currently the Bishop of the Missouri Conference of the united Methodist Church.  He suggests five things we need to look at – five questions we should ask about ourselves: 

Do we engage in risky mission and service?

Do we do radical hospitality?

Do we worship passionately?

Do we intentionally develop our faith?

Do we have extravagant generosity?

We’ll take a closer look at each of these areas this month.  For each we will ask – are we a fruitful congregation?

Today we ask – do we engage in risky mission and service?  I’m glad to start here.  I’ve long said – and I often share this with others around our Conference – Brosville is a great church.  When I arrived to be your pastor a year and a half ago, My greatest worry was that I would get in your way – you were so active and engaged in mission and service, I thought I might slow you down.  You are an active, mission-minded, service-oriented congregation.  

But let’s take a closer look.  And we should note especially that Bishop Schnase does not ask:  Do we engage in mission and service?  That much should be obvious for every church.  Instead, he asks – and we must consider – do we engage in risk-taking mission and service?  

What does this mean?  Risky mission and service.  Each of us will need to define this on our own – but the essential question is whether or not we engage in mission and service that takes us beyond what is comfortable or familiar.  Do we stretch a bit in ministry – beyond what we have always done, or beyond what we find easy?

One way to answer is by looking at some quantities.  The Virginia Conference of our denomination has set this goal – that a congregation is fruitful when 10 percent of its annual operational giving supports ministry with the poor.  When I first read that goal, I smiled.  Before I ever arrived here, I had several very helpful conversations with your former pastor, Reverend Garber.  The very first thing she told me about you was your bold, risky decision to set aside 10 percent of all weekly giving for mission.  It is a huge risk for this congregation to automatically take one-tenth of everything that comes in and set it aside for mission.  
Now, what do we do with this money?  Over the past two years, you have set aside for missions over $27,000.  Over $8,700 of it was given to help local, needy families buy food, and pay their bills for fuel, utilities, medical expenses, and other emergency expenses.  Another $10,400 was donated to local ministries to help families with a hand-up, like Habitat for Humanity, our domestic violence shelter DOVES, God’s Pit Crew, the homeless shelter in Danville, and some of the children in our elementary schools who can’t afford school supplies.  On top of which, beyond our weekly 10 percent mission giving this congregation gives thousands more to send teams to reach out to the most vulnerable among us in Appalachia and the orphanage in Petrovsky.  

Another $4,600 was given to United Methodist related mission and service organizations – locally or around the world – most of which target the most vulnerable and poor among us.  

But shouldn’t we save some of that money, for a rainy day emergency?  What if we can’t pay our own utilities?  What if we need to fix our own building?  What if we can’t pay our pastor?  This congregation has chosen not to take the easy route, but to take a risk.  We have heard the invitation and have followed the Christ who says:  The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor.  

And he later challenged his disciples to consider that what we do or do not do for others is as if we do it to Jesus himself.  The disciples raised the good question, Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink?  When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you?  When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?  Jesus replies, I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.              
Brosville has made the risky choice to reach out to the least of these.  But is it all about money?  Sure, we do use our dollars as a measure for what we do.  But sometimes our risky mission and service isn’t about what we spend.  And sometimes we spend and give and it is never noticed.  For example – several years ago a group of disciples here felt a call from God to step out in a risky way to serve the older members of our community – today we call it Wenonda – where twice a month – a group of high energy folks meet for a program, games, fellowship, and food.  This bi-monthly ministry continues to grow as it serves some very special folks.  The leaders of this ministry will not say what it costs – but they will say that everything they do, every morsel of food they serve has always been donated by the members of their group – and there’s always been plenty to go around.  Very risky.

Sometimes our risk-taking mission and service is quiet and personal – the regular visits and phone calls and cards to our home bound or hospitalized friends and family, or to those in nursing homes – a ministry of service that is often unnoticed.  Or the patient, caring support given to someone learning to read in our literacy program.  
Or the long hours – still unnoticed – by the leaders of our ministry teams – planning and organizing the ministries and programs that teach our children and lead them in youth group, and maintain our building and property, and maintain our financial records, and help us in worship with music.  All mission and service – and all of it at a cost – because when we spend time in ministry for others, we give up our personal time, including time with our families.  That’s a risk.

The first practice of a fruitful congregation is risk-taking mission and service – the kind that stretches us beyond our comfort, beyond what is familiar, beyond what is convenient.  Certainly this includes our short-term mission trips to Appalachia for house repair and to the orphanage in Petrovsky to love the forgotten children there.  
But don’t think you need to go on a trip to take a risk in mission for Jesus.  Right here, every day, we have opportunities to extend ourselves beyond what we think is comfortable – perhaps something we’ve never done before -- to say to a co-worker who just lost a spouse to cancer – would you mind if I pray for you, and can I ask our church to pray for you, too?  Or, would you mind if we brought you a meal for dinner sometime this week?  To say to a neighbor even on Christmas Eve, let me help you dig up that broken water pump of yours – you’re going to need water.  An inconvenience?  Yes.   
Mission and service that is risky will most certainly be inconvenient – it will interrupt our schedules, our plans.  It will lead us down paths we do not recognize – but it will always lead us to Christ who goes before us.

And so I am thankful.  I thank God that Brosville United Methodist Church has already figured this out.  That risky mission and service has become a part of your culture – it’s who you are – naturally – and with joy -- and all for God’s glory.  And so I am blessed to join you in risk-taking mission and service – the evidence that we are – by God’s grace -- a fruitful congregation.
The Lord be with you.       
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