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If you love baseball, and even if you don’t, you’ll love the Miracle League because it believes that "every child deserves a chance to play baseball." 
Miracle League began in Rockdale County, GA in 1997 when a youth baseball coach invited the disabled brother of one of his players to join the team. The following year, the Miracle League began with 35 children playing on 4 teams. 

The League grew quickly. In 1999 they had over 50 children. The community recognized a need for a specialized field. In April 2000, more 100 children began the season in just such a complex: a flat, rubberized turf field, wheelchair accessible dugouts, a concession and a picnic area. 

Media attention over the next few years prompted others around the country to start Miracle Leagues.   We have a Miracle League right here in Orange County.  

Baseball plays a bit differently in the Miracle League. All players bat each inning, all base runners are safe, every player scores a run each inning and each team always wins. The most unique difference is the "buddies": mainstream children who volunteer to help the team players.  If needed, the buddies even help run the bases with disabled children.   

Miracle baseball is one of the best examples of what the Apostle Paul describes in today’s scripture.  He begins by talking about his need to always proclaim the gospel.  He says he was compelled to preach about Jesus so he shouldn’t get much credit for that – he couldn’t help himself.  But he goes on to share not just the ‘what’ but the ‘how”.  How did Paul share the gospel in so many different kinds of places?  He preached among Jews, among Gentiles, among the country folk and the city folk.  And Paul is credited as being the greatest apostle of all time.  He started home churches everyone he went.

So, how did he do it?  He used a strategy of what we might call “identification.”  He called it becoming all things to all people – being a servant to all.  He identified with the people with whom he was preaching.  

When he was with the Jews, he became like a Jew under the law.  When he was with Gentiles he came to understand them.  When someone was weak, he identified with their weakness.  He did this so that he might connect with people and he says he did it all for the sake of the Gospel.

He used a method we might call “Coming Alongside”.

Just as the buddies in Miracle Baseball come alongside the disabled player and run the bases with them, so Paul came alongside the people of his day and offered not only himself but Christ.  He went to where the people were.  He did not expect people to come alongside him as much as he knew he must go alongside them. One writer says “Paul is "coming alongside" those who are not yet followers of Jesus, listening to them in their terms, and from that place (the place of the other) proclaiming God's kingdom and teaching the way of Jesus.”

Somewhere, now thousands of years later, in the settled life of the church, we have lost, or hopefully only temporarily misplaced, Paul’s understanding of how to share our faith.  Mainline churches especially and pastors got locked into a belief system that said:  If we build it, they will come.  And for a long while, that system worked.  We got focused on buildings.  I know my home church and many churches even had fellowship groups or Sunday School classes called The Builders. 

Denominations built churches and the people came.  I’m not sure that method really worked for all that long, maybe the mid years of the 20th century, but the “build it, they will come model” is not the dominant model of the Christian Church over time.  But it was a successful model in the last century and it worked well for a while.  I remember hearing stories that after WWII as the suburbs began to grow, that developers actually set aside land for schools, parks, and can you believe it, churches!!  Community developers actually set aside land for churches and sometimes at a discount rate.

But those days are over.  And for the most part, our mainline churches, like the UMC, are still operating out of the “build it and they will come” mindset.

I put myself in that mindset too.  It is the landscape of how must of us were raised.   But we need to move forwards.  Or maybe we need to move backwards - backwards to rediscover that Paul didn’t work from a “build it and they will” story or paradigm.  He didn’t sit in Jerusalem, build a big church and assume that a beautiful steeple and nice sign would bring the people in. He went to the people.  He discovered the new paradigm of “coming alongside” and sharing the Gospel and God’s love and discovering that Christ is already there.  One writer says it his way: "if we let Jesus send us, wherever that may be, we will find how he has come there, and help others live that way there, where they are and Christ is." 

The amazing and comforting thing about “coming alongside” is that we don’t have to have all the answers.  We just need enough love and care to travel with someone, discovering the answers of faith together. 

There’s a book title I found when I googled the words: coming alongside.  It was a book on disabilities called:  Same Lake, Different Boat:  Coming Alongside People Touched by Disability.   But Paul’s model of identification is not just with people with disabilities.  It’s all kinds of people.  Great title though.  Same Lake, Different Boat. 

Another image might be the navy ships called tenders.  The job of tenders is to come alongside the bigger ships and support them for repairs, bringing food and supplies.  What great language the navy gives us that really fits Paul’s image.   We are to come alongside others to support them as tenders, givers of care.

So we have lots of shifts to make as we move fully into the 21st century of church life.  We have to make these “paradigm shifts” they call it.  It simply means to shift our understandings – the unwritten stories that we think carry our truth.  But we have some new truth – or old truths – to rediscover. Like we in the church need to shift from "being the experts" to "coming alongside," to shift from "giving the answers" to "becoming all things for all people” from builders to tenders. 

Together we need to recognize that coming alongside means that we as Christians we have to move outside the church.  We have 3 men of our congregation, retired engineers, who volunteer weekly at a local middle school, with a club for kids to learn more about engineering.  They help kids with math, assist them in fun activities and relate their schooling to the field of engineering.  And they have fun.  But more than anything they are showing these kids that they are worthwhile, valuable, and can do far more than they believe.  These adults are coming alongside middle schoolers.  And if you asked them, they would say, like Paul, it isn’t extraordinary, it’s what you do with your gifts. 

How can we come alongside the people of our community?  How can we offer the people of our community that which we have found at Community UMC?  For we want to meet people where they are and we also want to invite them to join us on this amazing journey of faith.  To invite them to a life of service in Christ’s name.

In many ways, we are better at tending out in the community than we are in inviting people to join us in our journey of faith.  Not waiting for them to come, but inviting them to join us.  

We have a wonderful woman in our congregation who in the last three years has invited and brought into our congregation at least two new families that I can think of.  Doesn’t sound like much but it is!  Inviting and coming alongside these families has taken her love, energy and care.  And these new families have discovered a place of care and support and love through her invitation.  But if you asked her, she wouldn’t say that what she’s done is extraordinary, it’s what you do with your blessings. 

Can you imagine what the congregation would be like today if each individual or family in the church in the last two years had gone alongside one person or one family in the community and then invited them to church and stayed beside them as a “tender” until they become actively involved?  I’ll let you do the math on that one but it would make a difference in their lives, in our mission outreach, our own church finances, and our ability to proclaim the gospel. 

And there’s not enough time this morning to move to what today’s people are looking for when they do come to church.  It may look like this.  And feel like this.  And be like this.  But more and more, it’s not.  We’ll save that for another day – another sermon.  But you all know it’s not just what we do out there “coming alongside” but what people find when they come here.  Lord, open our hearts to that discussion!  Or read the book “Who Stole My Church!” as one of our Book Groups did this month and then we’ll have lots to talk about!

The season of Lent is arriving soon.  It’s an opportunity to look within ourselves and within the community of the church.  As we follow the journeys and ministry of Jesus, perhaps we might look to where we can come alongside as he did, and offer the power of Jesus to someone else. Amen.
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