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John the Baptist is one of my favorite new testament characters because he was a true revolutionary. He understand that the world was about to change. He knew that Christ had entered the world and everything would be flipped upside down.  All our priorities would be different. It wouldn’t be enough to just say that you believe in God. We would all be called to walk the talk. We would all need to serve God of our faith. 
Later in scripture Paul will remind us that we are saved by grace only. We put our faith in Christ and we will have eternal life. We do not have to earn it by proving ourselves to God. But here, John shows us that when we have a faith in Christ and we have received the good news of our salvation, then good deeds will follow. 
As people who have let Christ into our lives, we must then let ourselves be transformed so that our focus is not on ourselves, but on serving God. Having faith means letting yourself be transformed into a person who cares enough about other people to join with the early Christians in asking, “What then should we do?” 

This church has some pretty good answers to that important question. We should rake leaves. We should collect diapers and blankets and school supplies and food and washcloths and then we should send them out into the world. We should make sandwich trays. We should make hats for new babies. We should make teddy bears! 

I really struggled with this 4th topic of the series because I think we are a church who has heard the command to share our coats and we act on our faith. In this community there is a sincere desire to serve God. 
The question continues to come up, “What then should we do? What should we do about the kids who don’t’ get enough to eat during the summer?  What should we do to help our friends who need a few chores done around the house? What should we do about the travelers who can’t afford the rising cost of gas? What should we do to help a little girl with cancer? What should we do to support men and women overseas who we have never even met, but we have compassion for their struggles in life?

This church has had a lot of success with our mission projects. And after talking with one of you this week I realized that our success has created a bit of a problem. Well, maybe not a problem, but certainly a challenge. Everything we do has gone well. 
When we ask for donated items we get an abundance of peanut butter and canned soup. When we decide that we need to literally give our coats to people who are cold, we can fill a pick-up truck with boxes and boxes of clothing. 
I don’t think I’ve ever heard about a mission project that has failed. I certainly don’t want us to fail, but failure sometimes happens when churches take on something risky. When churches go outside of their comfort zones and try new things, it may not always go as planned.  
It sounds odd, but that is part of the beauty of a risky mission. It’s part of taking a chance. If we play it safe, if we KNOW that a project will be successful and we’ll raise all the money we need, we’ll get all the items we’ve asked for, then have we really stretched ourselves? 
Have we really tested the limits of what is possible when we join forces with the Holy Spirit?
It is risky to try something that we have never done before. We certainly hope that we will succeed and make a difference in people’s lives, but we might fail once in a while. And I wonder, is that fear of failure holding us back from branching out to new things? 
Are we sometimes afraid to take a risk because there is no guarantee that our time and hard work will pay off? Is it just easier to go with what we know will work because it has always worked in the past? Is it easier to let someone else take the risk, another church, other people with more time and energy?
You may be familiar with the passage from Jeremiah where God says, “Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, and before you were born I consecrated you.” Jeremiah’s response to his calling was to deny his own ability to serve God. “I am only a boy!”

But God did not let him off the hook. “‘Do not say, “I am only a boy”;
for you shall go to all to whom I send you, and you shall speak whatever I command you. 8 Do not be afraid of them, for I am with you to deliver you.”

Great callings, great missions, require that we put our faith in God to guide us and we take a chance. Take a risk and try something that we are not 100% sure we will be able to pull off. We might NOT be successful. We may fail once or twice before we finally get it right, but what if we are successful and bear all kinds of new fruit? 
What if God uses us more than we could possibly imagine? What if we take a chance, step out of our comfort zones, and open ourselves to the transforming power of the Holy Spirit? 
I once heard that Triumph is just "umph" added to “try.” If we are willing to try something bold and risky, God may provide the umph to get us through it.  

But we won’t know until we take a risk. Until we are ready to risk our budget, our own time, and our dedication to a project. We won’t know what is possible if we only play it safe. 

Now, I understand that the riskiest idea is not the fear of failure, but the idea that sometimes a project will succeed. What if we try something new and it grows too big, too fast? How will we manage to keep it going? How will we find volunteers to meet a growing need? 
How will we find laborers who are willing to go into the field and do the hard work of harvesting the fruit? 
And how much will it cost? 
And what will it do to our beautiful sanctuary? 
And what if Rebecca asks me to chair the committee? 

I was just recently talking to a minister in Charlotte, NC whose church agreed to open their doors for a soup kitchen one day a week. This soup kitchen was an idea that someone else in the community had and simply needed a space to do it. 
The church agreed that their facility could be used on Monday’s, and a few volunteers would sign up. It wouldn’t be a big commitment. They thought the space was perfect because their fellowship hall could hold about 75 people and that would be comfortable enough. 
Several years later this church is now opening their doors on Mondays AND Wednesdays, and providing volunteers on Fridays when the Episcopal church is hosting the meal, and each day they are serving over 200 people. 
It’s a sign of the times that people are hungry, for food and compassion. And we have the fruit to feed them. This church in Charlotte is now having to think about the next step. They began with one step that took them out of their comfort zone, by letting hungry people into the church on a weekly basis, and they have grown to the point that they are fully committed to this ministry. 
They are now eagerly asking themselves the timeless question for all Christians, “What should we do?” What else CAN we do?!?!? Should we build a bigger kitchen and fellowship hall? Should we open our doors on Tuesdays and Thursdays? 
What should we do to help these people find jobs and pay their bills so they can support their children? 5, 10 years ago these were not questions that they church saw itself asking, but they took a chance on a risky project and it has grown more than they ever expected. Their risk paid off, they are bearing fruit for the kingdom of God. 
The entire Charlotte community knows that First Christian Church is a place where the love of God is still alive and well, the grace of Jesus Christ is still shared every day. 

That is what’s possible when we take a risk. There is no guarantee that we will succeed, but what if we do? 
Think about how lives can be changed by our willingness to embrace a new adventure under the direction of God’s guiding hand. We can shine the light of Christ into a dark world, and we can grow as a church. 
You might remember the first Sunday of this series when we talked about Radical Hospitality. I know that I made hospitality seem like a mission project, to go out there and invite people in by meeting their needs for food, clothing, love and acceptance. 

As we look at Risk-Taking Mission and Service, the line between the two issues is again blurred somewhat. Robert Schnase points out that “Service projects become an entry point into the church and into a life with Christ.”
 

People are attracted to churches that have bold, ongoing , risky opportunities for mission. It lets the world know that we are a church who cares about God’s children and continues to ask, “What should we do? What more can be done to bring about the kingdom of God?” 
May this question burn in our hearts and NEVER leave our lips as we follow Jesus Christ. 

AMEN 

� Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations, Robert Schnase.
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