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WHAT BUSINESS ARE WE IN?


Seven years ago Ed White, a church consultant from the Alban Institute, asked Vienna Baptist Church, “What kind of business are you in and how is business going?” He asked if we are in the “membership business.”  If we are in the membership business, then this is what we expect of you as a member: makes a financial pledge and pays it, attends worship on Sunday, conforms to the dominant culture of the congregation, serves on a committee, and attends at least on Christmas and Easter. Well, I sure like all of those. I don’t think we could operate as an institution without faithful members.


Ed then outlined another type of business for a church. He asked, “Is Vienna Baptist Church primarily in the membership business or in the disciple-making business?” He said if were in this business, we would say that a good disciple is intentional about pursuing your spiritual growth through prayer, Bible study and worship; discovers, develops and exercises your spiritual gifts to the glory of God in the church and in the world; finds in what you do all week long a vocation/calling as distinct from just a job to keep bread on the table; shares your faith and experiences of God with others; invites friends and family members to attend church activities; and participates in a small group for nurture and pastoral care. That’s the disciple-making business.


Which dominant business are we in and how is business going these days? To help us define what kind of business we are in, we have been listening this month to the call and task for a disciple of the Lord. For help we have been hearing the Servant Songs of Second Isaiah (Isaiah 40-55). In Isaiah 42 we heard the call for the Servant to proclaim justice to the nations. In Isaiah 49 we heard the Servant say “Yes, but I don’t see many results from my efforts” only to have the Lord say, “But yes, I have called you to be a light to the nations!”

As we study the third Servant Song, please open your Bible to Isaiah 50:4-9. Even though this is a Servant Song, the word “servant” (ebed) does not appear. Here the servant is a disciple. Even though it does not appear often in the Hebrew Bible, the word “disciples” (limmudim) appears twice in verse 4 but is translated in the NRSV with the phrase, as those who are taught. Hear another translation: 

The Lord God has given me the tongue of disciples
that I may know how to sustain the weary with a word.

Morning by morning he wakens—wakens my ear to listen as disciples do.

When we think of disciples, we think “church members.” The Hebrew word limmud, like the New Testament Greek word mathetes, means, not “church member,” but “learner, pupil, follower, and disciple.” I will say something bold: the Hebrew faith and the Christian faith do not need members and do not need believers. The Lord is seeking disciples. For too long we consider ourselves “Christian” because we were born and baptized into the Christian church, because we attend worship on Sunday, because we have been able to recite a list of beliefs about Jesus, and because we sign our name to a church covenant. Perhaps we are good church members and true Christian believers, but the Lord is calling for disciples—those who are followers.

Sometimes words do not exactly fit the action. A few Fridays ago I was going to take our dog Zoie to the groomer and then have my hair cut. Because of a phone call, I barely had time to drop her off and make my hair appointment on time. (As you probably know, “on time” is very important to me!). Well, my car was parked on the street about one hundred yards away and time was tight. Zoie is a thirteen-pound Maltese with short legs and doesn’t move very fast, so I scooped her up in my arms and carried her to the car. As I passed one of our neighbors who was walking her large dog, she said, “Oh, so you are out walking your dog?” Well, I was walking and carrying my dog, but I don’t think that’s what “walking a dog” means. Perhaps my neighbor would ask you and me, “So are you being a good church member?” I believe the Lord wants disciples. 
WHAT DISCIPLES DO: SPEAK AND LISTEN

So what are the marks of a disciple in this third Servant Song? Verse 4 tells us what disciples do: the Lord God has given me the tongue of disciples that I may know how to sustain the weary with a word. As disciples we are called to comfort the weary and afflicted. We know weariness. Jennifer’s mother and uncle both commented on Monday that the last thing their mother (Jennifer’s grandmother) said on Thursday afternoon was, “Worn out!” Ten minutes later her breathing ceased. At age 93 she was worn out. 


We are not minutes away from dying this morning, but many around us today are also weary and worn out. We heard today in Matthew 4:23 that Jesus of Nazareth came teaching and preaching. Jesus is the highest example of the suffering servant who was also a faithful disciple of the Lord God. Jesus promised disciples then and disciples today, “Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light”(Matthew 11:28-30).

To all who are weary and carrying heavy burdens, disciples proclaim that the Lord God has a good word. I believe Vienna Baptist Church has a good word for those in our community. We can proclaim “There is nothing you can do to make God love you any more than God already loves you and nothing you can do to make God love you any less. God’s goodness is greater than our badness and God’s power to forgive is stronger than our ability to sin. God loves you.”

That’s a powerful message for disciples to proclaim. We disciples are called to proclaim this Good News to those whose lives our touch. Talking is not enough, however. The servant of Isaiah 50 has one tongue but two ears. The servant sings, Morning by morning the Lord God wakens—wakens my ear to listen as disciples do.

Listening is also an essential practice for a disciple. If I were to lose one of my senses, I don’t want to lose my ability to listen. You probably are surprised that a preacher would say that because you usually experience me speaking in worship, explaining in Bible studies, informing in prayer meetings, and talking in team meetings. As important as speaking is for me, I really want to listen. 

Like the singing Servant, I want to listen to you but I especially want to listen for God and listen to God. A week ago on my early morning run I heard God. A dusting of snow was on the ground and trees, and the sun began to rise over the bike path in front of me. I started humming some of the hymns and songs from the previous Sunday’s worship service and praising the God of creation. Listening for God and listening to God are spiritual practices we disciples can do. 

Already this morning we sang, Open our ears, Lord, and help us to listen. If we as disciples are not willing to listen for God and to God, then we have no business speaking for God or speaking to God. That’s what disciples do—we speak for God and to God and we listen for God and to God. 
WHAT THE LORD OFFERS: HELP


Last week I introduced you to the Hebrew grammar of the waw adversative. (I hope it was not as boring as it sounds to say that this morning.) The Hebrew language often begins sentences with a waw which is usually translated “and.” Sometimes, however, the waw is adversative and means “but.” Last week I said the waw consecutive influences the way I begin sentences with “and,” but the waw adversative shapes my faith. Here in verse 5 we have a waw adversative: 
The Lord God has opened my ear,

[but] I was not rebellious,

I did not turn backward.

I gave my back to those who struck me,

and my cheeks to those who pulled out the beard;

I did not hide my face from insult and spitting. (50:5-6).

“One flees to the word in search of help—and then one has to suffer because of the word.” This sentence was written by Soren Kierkegaard, the Danish philosopher and theologian of the nineteenth century: “One flees to the word in search of help—and then one has to suffer because of the word.” Kierkegaard knew that when we need help, we followers of Jesus turn to the Word of God to sustain us in difficult times. He also knew, however, that those who follow and proclaim the Word of God sometimes suffer because of their faithfulness.

The servant of God hears the word from the Lord and speaks the word of the Lord. When some do not agree, they just might hit us from behind verbally or physically, pull our hair, spit on us or insult us. One flees to the word in search of help—and then one has to suffer because of the word. The Suffering Disciple uses the waw adversative and sings, [but] I was not rebellious, I did not turn backward. Why?

We have another waw adversative in verse 7: But the Lord God helps me. Here the word and action of the Lord changes our view of the world. Perhaps you have already noticed that in this poem the Servant/Disciple four times uses the phrase, Lord God (Adonai Yahweh). The Lord God gives the tongue, the Lord God opens the ear, the Lord God helps through support and the Lord God helps through vindication (50:4, 5, 7, and 9). During times when we are persecuted for speaking for and to the Lord, we listen for and to the Lord God and we find our help.

The Hebrew Bible scholar and Jewish disciple, Abraham Heschel, writes, “More excruciating than the experience of suffering is the agony of sensing no meaning in suffering, the inability to say, ‘Thy rod and Thy staff, they comfort me.’” 2 I often say that what is more painful than going through a difficult time is going through it alone. 

One of the most powerful messages of the Servant Songs (especially the one we will not study this month—the fourth one in Isaiah 52-53) is that the servant follows the call of God and suffers at the hands of others; yet, that suffering has value for the whole community. I believe that happened when these songs were first sung during the Babylonian exile 500 years before Jesus was born. We and the gospel writers clearly see Jesus of Nazareth as the fulfillment of the transformative power of a suffering Servant/Disciple.

We also can see that power this month in the stories of those who suffer and those who died in the shooting in Tucson two weeks ago. The shooting itself is evil, a shock, and against the will of God. I do not believe our Lord wills for anyone to suffer or be killed by a bullet. I also see, however, that these—including Gabrielle Giffords—can be suffering servants in our day. I pray that, like Jesus’ crucifixion, something good can come out of such a terrible and terrifying event. Perhaps our political discourse will tone down as we discuss issues without shouting and ridiculing and using violent images. Perhaps lawmakers will cross the aisle for the State of the Union speech. Perhaps we will restore some sense in the laws around who can buy guns and how many rounds a gun can fire. Perhaps we will take better care of those who are mentally ill.

As disciples speak and listen for and to the Lord God, perhaps a suffering servant/disciple will have some redemptive value in our own community. Perhaps we will not be as violent in our own families. Perhaps we will tone down our shouting and listen to one another. Perhaps we will discover that we have more in common with other faith traditions than we have differences. 

Abraham Heschel describes Second Isaiah this way: “A prophet arose who lifted the meaning of these events from the level of political history to the level of understanding world history as the drama of redemption. . . . No words have ever gone further in offering comfort when the sick world cries.” 3 Our task is to offer comfort when the sick world cries.

Vienna Baptist and the Lord God want you and me to be more than members and more than believers. Your faith community and the Lord need disciples who sing the hymn: Great is thy faithfulness. Morning by morning new mercies I see. All I have needed thy hand has provided. Great is thy faithfulness. Lord unto me.
HYMN: Great Is Thy Faithfulness
1 Soren Kierkegaard, Training in Christianity, 1851, page 116
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