Fruitful Practices: Risk-taking Mission & Service
Matthew 25:34-40
Ernest Shackleton dreamed of traveling to the North and South Poles.

Born in Ireland in 1874, he moved with his family to London while he was still young. Shackleon’s father hoped his son would follow in his footsteps and become a doctor. But instead Ernest joined the merchant navy at age sixteen.
His years as a sailor allowed him to travel to many places, but Shackleton still longed to travel to the poles. At age 40 he finally set sail for the South Pole on the ship Endurance.

Traveling with him was a crew of twenty-seven men. He recruited his crew by placing a newspaper notice that read:

Men wanted for hazardous journey. Small wages. Bitter cold. Long months of complete darkness. Constant danger. Safe return doubtful. Honor and recognition in case of success. 


I’m not sure many of us would respond to that notice. The risk of such a mission seems just too great.


If we’re honest, how many of us have the same response when we think about the mission and service we’re called to as part of the Christian journey? It too feels risky.
Do we sometimes fear that what we can do won’t be enough? We look at those who seem to do great things and feel that what we can do will never measure up. We feel we have limited time, resources, and abilities.

Albert Schweitzer undertook great feats of service as a medical missionary in West Africa. But he also continually looked for opportunities to help others in small, seemingly inconsequential ways.

During his only trip to the United States, Schweitzer was to speak at the University of Chicago. While being welcomed during a ceremony at the train station, he noticed an elderly woman dragging her luggage across the platform. Just as his host called him to the microphone, Schweitzer walked away, pushed his way through the crowd, and asked the woman if he might carry her luggage.

After helping the woman, Schweitzer returned to the microphone and said: “We are put on this earth to help each other, especially those who are weak and frail. All the honors in the world mean nothing if we fail to care for the least of these.”
Schweitzer believed that each of us has the ability and the responsibility to serve others. He called this kind of spiritual practice our “second job.”

“Our greatest mistake,” he said, “is that we walk through our life with closed eyes and do not notice our chances. As soon as we open our eyes and deliberately search, we see many who need help, not in big things but in the littlest things.”

According to Schweitzer, wherever we turn, we find someone who needs us. But what if that someone doesn’t want our help? That’s another risk.

Schweitzer recognized that we often hesitate to reach out in service because we feel embarrassed or fear being rejected. He encouraged that if we have an “adventurous soul” that dares to break the barrier, we will discover that “when we open ourselves, we open doors in others.”

But what if opening those doors doesn’t make a difference? Part of the risk of mission and service is the uncertainty of whether what we do will make a real or lasting difference.


We help someone with tuition—only to learn the person has dropped out. We volunteer to rehab a flood-damaged house—only to see it wiped out by the next flood. We work with someone who’s recovering from a drug addiction—only to receive a midnight call that he or she is using again. And, given the needs of our world, does anything we do really matter?

The congregation that Anthony Robinson pastored in Seattle had a clothing bank that was open from 10:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. every Wednesday. Actually the “bank” was a large closet in the church’s basement. It had a section for hanging clothes and drawers underneath for boots and shoes. Piled high on top of the closet were cardboard boxes stuffed with folded clothes.
Each Wednesday morning at about 9:30, Gertrude and Vernon came up the church walk. A retired logger and his wife in their late seventies.

In the basement Vernon would climb up on a chair and pull down the cardboard boxes. Gertrude would carefully put the contents out on the tables. They’d pull out boots and shoes and open the closet doors to reveal heavy wool suits and long raincoats.
As the day went on, anywhere between two and ten people would follow Gertrude and Vernon down the stairs into the basement. Often late in the day, when it was starting to grow dark on winter days, a mother followed by two or three children would descend the stairs. Gertrude would play with the children in a grandmotherly way, while Vernon helped the mother find what she was looking for.

Gertrude and Vernon weren’t always in perfect spirits about the service they’d chosen. People would donate huge bags of unsorted, even unwashed clothes, and all manner of odds and ends for which Vernon could never find space. This irritated him. It also irritated him that some people made such a mess of the clothes as they looked through them.

Their pastor recalls that some in the congregation wondered—more often in their thoughts than out loud—if this faithfully tended clothing bank did any real good. After all, the Northwest had major economic problems. Could a few boxes of clothing make a difference? It seemed that more large-scale efforts, such as government intervention, were needed. But on Wednesdays Gertrude and Vernon came, and so did those who needed what was stuffed in the big closet.

Robinson says he doesn’t know if the clothing bank was effective. But in the parable we heard this morning, Jesus doesn’t say anything about effectiveness. He only asks, “Did you feed the hungry?” “Did you clothe the naked?” “When I was in prison did you visit me?”

And, Robinson adds, it’s good to know that—whether or not we can change the world—we can still be faithful. When we’re not wielding a lot of power, it’s easy to say, “What difference does what we do make?” But maybe those who seem to be in charge aren’t as powerful as they appear. Jesus only asks us to be faithful.
 And that’s the risk we’re called to take—to be faithful in the mission and service we offer. But that risk also can be a gift.

In his book Effective Mission, Kennon Callahan writes: “God gives us the wonderful gift of mission. Amid the anxieties and frenzies of this life, God comes to us and gives us this gift. . . . God, with amazing compassion and infinite wisdom, gives us this marvelous purpose—to serve, to reach out, to share life with others and help them fulfill their destiny in God.”


As we practice our faith through mission and service, may we both take the risk and accept the gift. Amen.
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