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Jesus was asked to go to Simon Peter’s home because Simon’s mother-in-law was ill – had a high fever.  And Jesus went and performed a healing and she immediately got up and began to serve them.  So the people brought more and more people who were ill and Jesus healed them as well.

And finally, at daybreak, after Jesus must have been healing people all night, Jesus left and went to a deserted place.  But the crowds were looking for him.  There was more healing for him to do and they didn’t want him to leave.  They wanted to hold on to Jesus.  They wanted to have him directly in their midst.  They wanted him, understandably, to focus on their needs and their struggles, because he made a difference in their life. 

It doesn’t say if Jesus struggled with that decision but I can only imagine that he did.  Does he stay and focus his ministry in that place?  Aren’t there plenty of people who need healing, who need to hear his preaching, who need to hear the kingdom proclaimed?  Or does he go?  Does he go to continue to share his message with an ever widening circle of people?  Staying or going?  A hard choice.  
And Jesus said I have other places I must go to proclaim the good news of the Kingdom of God.  I was sent for this purpose.  And he went.  He went to places within his country and he even went to people that others would say were foreign people, alien people, even enemy people.  But he went.  
I remember my first hospital pastoral call at the first church I served after I was appointed as an ordained minister.  I went to visit Bob Conger at Grossmont Hospital.  I was nervous and awkward.  But Bob knew I was very new and he made me as comfortable as he could.  We talked and I said a prayer with him but I am sure that he ministered to me more than I ministered to him.  But hospital calls are part of the role of a pastor and in time you get more comfortable in hospital rooms and in emergency rooms – even if called there in the middle of the night.

The model for pastors being with people in times of medical crisis can be found in passages like the Luke one that we just heard.  Though pastors don’t have the same healing properties that Jesus displayed, we seek to be of comfort to people in times of stress.  And so part of our ministry is to be with people and offer prayers before surgery and during times of hospitalization, during recovery times, to be present after babies are born, to join the family as someone is dying. 

It is an incredible privilege to be invited into the joyful and most painful times of people lives.  We come into these situations, as who we are, but the true invitation comes because of our role as a pastor.  We come representing the love and care of the church community, we pray asking God’s presence to be experienced by families in times of crisis, we cry at times because we are so touched by the courage and compassion we encounter as families invite us into some of their most difficult days.  We hope in some quiet way, through God’s spirit, we are part of the healing.

Our pastoral role is just part of the ministry that we do.  Just an example of what pastors do and what church folks expect.  Over time, the church, not just Community UMC, but churches in general, come to rely on the pastor to be present, to focus their ministry around the needs of the people in their congregation.  

And, to be honest, pastors like the sense of being needed, of being useful.  Of hopefully making a difference.  And so pastors begin to focus their time around the members of the congregation.  We visit and we call.  We attend meeting after meeting because these meeting are about the ministry and the running of the church.  We spend our time tied to the needs of the people and the congregation we serve.  Congregations expect it and we pastors get pretty comfortable with it.  

Today’s scripture honors that ministry.  It honors the connection that Jesus had with Simon Peter and his family.  It honors Jesus’ connection with the many people in the community who needed him.  It honors the connection of congregations and the pastors who serves them.  It says that our ministry is important.  

But it says something else too.  It challenges us to remember that our ministry, like Jesus’ ministry, is not just to one another within our congregation.  For Jesus made the decision that he had to go – go out into the world to continue to share his ministry and to proclaim the Kingdom of God.

That doesn’t mean that we all have to leave this congregation.  But it challenges us to constantly rethink whether our ministry has gotten comfortable and whether we are following Jesus’ model of continuing to proclaim and act on Jesus’ love in the community and world.  This scripture challenges us to go outside our comfort zone. 

We don’t have to decide to stay or go as Jesus individually had to decide.  But I think the passage calls us think about doing both – staying and going.  We are called to Stay Close.  Stay close as a congregation, connecting with one another and caring for one another, praying for one another, having fun with each other.  Being the Body of Christ in this place.

But we aren’t called only to stay.  We are also called to go.  Go into the community.  Go to the places where people still need to hear the loving word of God.  Go to the places where we might feel uncomfortable.  Go to the places where people are and take a risk.
The Rev. Kent Kroehler, a United Methodist pastor in eastern Pennsylvania tells a story that 25 years ago a colleague of his helped revolutionize the way their annual conference did property insurance.  Up to that time, every church shopped on its own for the best insurance coverage they could get for the money.  Sometimes church trustees made good decisions, sometimes not.  Kent’s friend was convinced that churches could buy better coverage for everyone if they brought all the church properties under one plan.  They did that and he was right.  They bought far better coverage for every church property in the Eastern Pennsylvania Conference for less money.  That part, he said, was easy.

What they didn’t expect was the surprise of the insurance companies when they recognized that churches do a lot more than worship and Sunday School.  Some very large insurance companies stopped bidding on their coverage when they discovered all the risky things they and other churches were doing:  preschools and day care centers, housing homeless men and women, youth and adult work teams, church camps, Christmas Eve services with people holding lit candles in the darkness.  Whoa!  These insurance companies had their eyes opened when they got the full picture.  They had to re-think church!  Their picture of that little church in the wildwood that rang their sweet bell was shattered.  God’s people were propelled by the Spirit into God’s future.  In every age, we are driven to ReThink Church.    (from Re-Think Church by Kent E. Koehler).

We are called to stay and we are called to go.  We, as Community UMC, have done both.  But church leaders through our ReThink Church conversations this last month, are feeling the excitement of doing more going.  Going out into the community in some new way.  We don’t yet know what that way might be.  The Spirit is giving energy but no specific direction as yet.  But I trust that it will come.

Just as the Spirit led leaders of this congregation to start the Food Closet because of the needs of the community, so the Spirit will lead us.  Just as the Spirit led a small group to envision an after school ministry, so the Cove was birthed and continues to serve middle school kids.  Just as the Spirit led people to open our campus to provide hot showers for people, so we have faithful volunteers who come each week to connect to these new friends.
But if the Spirit calls us to truly ReThink Church then you and I have to be ready for something more radical than just adding one more ministry to the community.  If we truly ReThink Church then we may have to be open to letting go of how we have always done things so that we can do not just something more but something different.  And that scares us.
Just like the people in Simon Peter’s community wanted to prevent Jesus from leaving, so we must be willing to let go in order that God might work new things in us.
There’s an enchanting story about violinist Fritz Kreisler who tells how he once came across a beautiful instrument he wanted to acquire.  When he
finally raised the money for the violin, he returned to buy it and learned that it had already been sold to a collector.
He went to the new owner's home in order to try to persuade him to sell the violin.  But the collector said it was one of his prized possessions and he could not let it go.  The disappointed Kreisler turned to leave, but then asked a favor.  "May I play the instrument once more before it is consigned to silence?"
Permission was granted and the great musician began to play.  The violin sang out a quality of music so beautiful that the collector himself could only listen in wonderment.  "I have no right to keep that to myself," he said after the musician finished.  "The violin is yours, Mr. Kreisler.  Take it into the world, and let people hear it."
William Arthur Ward said, "If you believe in prayer, pray; if you believe in serving, serve; if you believe in giving, give."  For you and I are exquisite violins -- our music is meant to be heard.
We are called to live our lives in service.  Not wearing ourselves out in over-activity or excessive busyness but in investing our lives in others.  We are called to stay and to go as we proclaim and live into God’s Kingdom. 
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