               Sons and Daughters of Encouragement

Introduction

When I was a preschooler living a few blocks from Brooklyn’s Ebbett’s field, my father took me several times to see the amazingly talented Jackie Robinson play for the Dodgers. From that electrifying experience and learning how to play ball from my father, who pitched for Vanderbilt U., I fell in love with the game of baseball both as a fan and a player. In elementary school I played shortstop at recess. In middle school, high school, and summer American legion ball, I was a pitcher and right fielder. One summer during college I was the baseball director for boys 9-16 years at Camp Carolina in Brevard, N.C. From a fellow team member during those years I earned the nickname “Honus” after the major league Hall of Fame player for the Pittsburg Pirates called “Honus” Wagner. Today, when I return to Clemson, I am occasionally called by my nickname “Honus.”

In the early years of the Christian church the apostles gave the nickname of “Barnabas” to a man who was previously called Joseph. How did Joseph earn that nickname? The word “Barnabas” means literally“son of encouragement.” It stands for the talent to infuse hope and inspiration into people and communities to lift them up and not tear them down. Encouragement is an influence to enable people to see possibilities out ahead and not be tempted to be immobilized by past problems. 

Setting for the Story

From the first time we see Barnabas in that first century, the emerging church in Jerusalem was in deepening turmoil. The early Christians were Jewish people who had become convinced that the crucified carpenter called Jesus was indeed Israel’s true Messiah, and He had in fact been raised from the dead. Unfortunately, the authorities of the city, both religious and civil, were threatened by their actions and beliefs, including their calling Jesus “Lord” and not the Roman emperor, Caesar, as their Lord. So, the authorities tried to destroy this movement in its early stages with economic reprisals such as denying them jobs and all sources of livelihood. With the very survival of the church at stake, Joseph went out and sold some property he owned and laid his money at the feet of the apostles for the good of the church. In the words of sportscasters today, Joseph “stepped-up” and gave generously out of his possessions that set off a chain reaction where other Christians sacrificed their possessions so that in Acts it says “there was not a needy person among them.” It was because of this action, I believe, that Joseph was given his nickname Barnabas. When it looked like the new church experiment was about to break up, Barnabas laid out his resources  for a community of people who needed someone to encourage them with this type of decisive action. In fact, no one soon claimed private ownership, but demonstrated that everything they own was held for the common good of the church. They sold lands and houses and brought the proceeds to the apostles to distribute for the birth of the church. Wow. What sacrifice with a sense of being in community. Notice that these acts of sacrifice drew the disciples together in a common bond as they worshipped together and consistently looked out for one another.

Source of Their Encouragement: The Spirit of Christ

Where did Barnabas and the early Christians get their boldness to act with such sacrifice? I believe the power of the risen Christ was their true source of generous giving and not an occasional, knee-jerk stroke of charity. What could happen at VBC if we gave to express the good news of the risen Christ with our consistent generous giving? The dynamic love of Jesus Christ through his deeds of mercy and call to discipleship inspired the apostles such as Peter and John as well as Barnabas. The scripture in Acts reports:“ With great power the apostles gave their testimonies to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus.” (Acts 4: 33) I wonder how we are discovering this same power of the living Spirit of the Christ today to be VBC sons and daughters of encouragement for others in the midst of these changing and troubling economic times? 

With the example of Barnabas, what can you and I do in the power of this risen Christ to inspire those in our family, (pause) those at our workplace,(pause) those neighbors,(pause) and those beyond our daily acquaintances (pause)? I believe that the Spirit of Jesus Christ is the true source of love within you individually and the church community. I believe that we cannot show this kind of encouragement to others completely on our own. Love involves faith and relationship with Jesus Christ as did the apostles and Barnabas to share their possessions with the emerging church community.

Not only with the sharing of our resources of money, but with our unique personalities, what can we do today and say to encourage others with Christ’s power to believe in themselves? 

Illustrations: 

I think we need in our own way to encourage people by telling them that we love them. One summer our daughter, Anne, volunteered for the Richmond County Action Project in a program called “Freedom School” for about twenty-five African-American children from K- 3rd grades. In visiting with  Anne and these children one day, I was profoundly moved by the way they affirmed one another in an assembly program at the conclusion of their individual projects of art and reading assignments. As certain individuals were asked to stand to receive appreciation for their project, everyone, including the teaching volunteers, would cheer them loudly with this chant: “Good job, good job!”Clap. Clap.“Good job, good job!”clap, clap.”G-O-O-D J-O-B.” Good job, good job.”clap, clap.(I clapped and shouted). You could see the smiles light up on their faces.

 Here were the sons and daughters of encouragement! Here were the modern day Barnabases! Here was the Spirit of the risen Lord appearing in their midst!

Where else can we tell people what we appreciate in them? Have you told your spouse lately that you love them? (pause) Have you affirmed your colleague or employee what especially you liked what they did at work and not wait for an annual review? (pause) Have you thanked lately other lay leadership in this church about their ministry with a note, e-mail, or face-to-face words what you appreciated about them? (pause). I believe these acts are decisive actions of encouragement!! Have you showed verbal appreciation to your children for their accomplishments or their intrinsic beauty with words? 

I know at times we need to discipline or challenge our children with tough love. Sometimes we get their responses such as: “I hate you!” “You are mean!” I have been through these confrontations and at times we need to let them take responsibility and the consequences for their mistakes.

Advocates of the Outsiders: Saul of Tarsus

Barnabas also demonstrated encouragement to a needy person. This time Barnabas went out on a limb, not for the whole church, but for one person who looked like a scary prospect at the time. This was a man called Saul of Tarsus who was a cruel, Jewish fanatic who persecuted these Christians with beatings and even stoning to death one called Stephen. On one of his missions to uproot the beginnings of the church in Damascus he ran into the risen Christ and discovered that his opponents were right and that he was wrong about Jesus as the true Messiah. So he changed sides and wanted to join the Christians in Jerusalem. 

Illustration

Can you imagine what would happen if say the Redskins won the division and went to the Super Bowl next year? (pause,OK.OK) Let’s say our star running back, Clinton Portis, went to the sidelines and, took off his uniform, severed his tides with his team, went over and put on the uniform say of the Pittsburg Steelers, and joined their backfield? It would be illegal in the rules, of course.

We know some Benedict Arnolds from our American history! Understandably the church, including the apostles, had serious doubts of Saul’s  motives as if he were infiltrating their ranks to find out who were the leaders in this movement. In this crucial moment in Saul’s pilgrimage, who do you think stepped in, but Barnabas, the son of encouragement. Surely Barnabas. went to the trouble to review Saul’s case for himself, and he became convinced of Saul’s true motives of becoming a Christian. Then at tremendous risk to his own reputation, Barnabas .took Saul the “terminator” under his care and put his life on the line behind the authentic change of this new Christian. Thanks to Barnabas’s gamble this person, Saul became the church’s finest missionary-Paul, who journeyed  far and wide to introduce the gospel of the risen Christ. 

John Mark

Later Barnabas. and this Paul had a heated argument as to whether to include a young man, John Mark on a second missionary journey to Asia Minor. On the first missionary journey, John Mark became what we call a “slacker” and deserted Paul, so Paul did not want to take him on the next trip. But Banabas. argued that John had been sorry for his immaturity, and was eager to prove himself. Barnabas  saw immense possibilities in him. so  he asked Paul to give John another opportunity,but Paul flatly refused. What did Barnabas do? He took John Mark with him to his native island, Cyprus, on a missionary trip.

 Once again Barnabas’s timing of intervention was crucial for the building of the early church community.In summary, he first gave sold property for its survival. Then he put his reputation on the line for the “terminator”,Saul. Later he gives a second chance for a young man who had fallen out of favor with Saul. He was willing to risk for the future for these people, while others were too suspicious or hesitant.

How often do we give people second chances? How often do we act like Barnabas and become sons and daughters of encouragement to people who have left us, or that we don’t know the whole story for their disappearance or actions?

Notice that in each situation Barnabas invited people to stay or join the church community regardless of the incumbent risks or the type of people who may seem questionable with their reputations or lost in the hectic pace of life!!

Illustration:

Thanks to the hard work of a team at VBC we have recently sent out letters to inactive members who have been absent for a long time. The letter is not to cut them off the church roles, but to help the church understand in a loving way where they are in their life journey as a gesture of concern, Some inactive people have moved to another church, and we can celebrate their finding a church home. Some people have not responded yet. Is this not a good time to send a note or get on the phone to call them now? “How are you doing Marge or Jack or whoever? I have missed seeing you? We would love to see you again.” Second chances. Be sons and daughters of encouragement. 

From our outreach team that meets every Monday we have discovered that there are between 50-60 children from infants-6th grade who are attending our worship services or Sunday Bible classes since January. What a great time to reach out to these parents and their kids and offer our hospitality and discipleship opportunities, especially to those we don’t know. So many new people are from other countries and cultures and may find it hard to understand our style of worship or speak English correctly.With the example of Barnabas, will you take the time to move outside your comfort zone and greet someone you don’t know or listen to their stories? 

Some of you at VBC are working with ex-offenders and prisoners. Like Barnabas, you are saying:” We are here for you and believe in you.

Some of you have visited homeless people in Fairfax county where these people slept and ate in churches. Have not you become sons and daughters of encouragement?

Some of you are reaching out to single adults who are searching in their own way to connect with God. They have much to offer us and have wondered what does the church have to offer me today and to challenge me to grow spiritually? Look at the number of these singles who are not coming to the organized church.

Conclusion:

How can you and I be sons and daughters of encouragement today of the risen Christ  to  encourage our N.Va. neighbors, family,friends, co-workers, or strangers to see the best in them rather than the worst. Will we take the time to look out for ripe opportunities or pass them by?

An ethics professor at Princeton Theological seminary divided his class into three groups of five persons each and gave them a sealed envelope with  these instructions. Those in the first group were told,”You have 15 minutes to get across campus. You don’t have time to loiter. If you are late, your grade will be docked,” He called the group the “High Hurry” group.

The “Medium Hurry” group had 45 minutes to get across campus. “You have plenty of time, but don’t get your self diverted.”

The third “Low Hurry” group read, ”Anytime  before now and 5 o’clock his afternoon report to this place across campus and you will be told what to do.” 

None of the students knew that the professor had arranged for students from the university’s drama department to be along the path, staging situations of human needfulness. One person was sitting on a bench crying hysterically; another was face down in the ground as if unconscious; a third was having convulsions. Each was in obviously great need. The results were disturbing but not surprising. None of the students in the “High Hurry” group stopped to see what they might do to assist. Two of the Medium Hurry” group stopped and all five of he “Low Hurry” group redirected their journeys to address the needs of their fellow human beings.

We often miss what is going on around us because we fail to slow down and consider the ways we can or cannot respond in light of the situations we daily face. We rush through life, living out of our date books, computers, blackberries, I-pods, and running from appointment to appointment for fear we won’t get it all done. Either we are so focused on our destination that we don’t see the needs or consciously make decisions to bypass because we don’t have time to respond. Certainly we can’t stop for every need!

Barnabas saw the timely needs of the struggles for money and instead of passing by, he gave generously. He saw the possibilities in Saul and stopped to advocate him before a suspicious Christian group. He gave second chances to Saul and then John Mark.

For good or ill, we wield much influence over others as did this disciple. He saw the critical situations and acted decisively.“The times, they are a-changing.” Will you and I take the time to see people and their circumstances to listen and act as God leads us, so they can believe in themselves and maybe in due time become involved in the faith community?

I personally need for you to be sons and daughters for me at times to affirm and challenge me. And I can be a encourager for you. Is anyone ready today to take on a new name? A new challenge? A new calling? B. and VBC are calling you! It’s not too late.

Ben Wagener, April 19, 2009

