Trinity 5 2007
That Gospel reading was all about Mission (a word that literally means ‘sending out’) as Jesus appointed seventy disciples to go ahead of him and prepare the way for him amongst the local people. He gives them advice about what to do and what might happen to them. And it might not be easy – “see I am sending you out like lambs into the midst of wolves”. But the meaning and consequences of what they are doing are very important indeed – “Whoever listens to you listens to me, and whoever rejects you rejects me”, Jesus tells them. And so this morning I shall try and develop a few thoughts about Mission. There has certainly been a great emphasis on our rediscovering our missionary character as a Church in recent years, as a positive and hopeful response to a western world that seems to be ever drifting away from its Christian moorings. The future for us lies in seeking to engage with the world, and not be overwhelmed by it or by withdrawing into ourselves. 
I think for those of us who do not consider ourselves Evangelicals (with a big ‘E’) perhaps there is something about the word ‘mission’ that can make us feel a little uncomfortable. I certainly have questions about some of the assumptions that underly hardline or crude approaches to evangelism: like the assumption that the evangelist has all truth and the person being evangelised has none (and perhaps no spirituality either); or the assumption that in a world of many competing ideologies if we shout the loudest then our religious views will prevail (when perhaps authentic faith is really about working against the violence of ideological conflict anyway). But the truth, of course, is that each one of us, as people who have responded to the call of Christ, are missionaries and a dynamism for presenting the deep truth, and life-changing possibilities, of our Christian faith is something that should belong to each of us, whether we consider ourselves as Evangelicals or not. The reality of God’s love for the world, shown in Jesus Christ, is something that, as always, it still benefits the world to hear, and faith opens the way towards a fullness of life that I think one rarely discovers elsewhere. We do, of course, have the effects of two thousand years of Christian history to deal with and it is probably the case that that hinders us as much as it helps us. But the truth of Christian belief remains as powerful as it has always been, and its power to transform has never been undercut by our misuses and misrepresentations of it.
Regarding mission I have always been struck by the words of Jesus himself, when he talks about it on several occasions to his disciples and even gives them some specific instructions. What particularly strikes me is how important the concept of peace is in what he has to say, particularly regarding the initial moment of contact with somebody who isn’t yet a believer. In (today’s Gospel) (Luke chapter 10 (vv5,6)), for example, Jesus says this: “Whatever house you enter, first say, “Peace to this house!” And if anyone is there who shares in peace, your peace will rest on that person; but if not, it will return to you.” The crucial act of mission here – what matters, it seems – is that people are brought into contact with God’s own peace through the disciples. The peace might stay there, or it might return to them. But either way the disciples job is to administer that blessing, to activate it, and then to confirm their commitment to it by sharing in fellowship with those whom they are with by sharing a meal, by healing those who need that, and by explaining what the experience of this peace means, with the words “The Kingdom of God has come near to you.” 
So one way of understanding mission is to see it as the actualisation of God’s peace for all people and not just his own few. Significantly this way of seeing it is also one that St Paul himself took. In the letter to the Ephesians he talks to the Gentiles about their conversion to faith in Christ and peace comes into his explanation of what has happened to them: ‘…remember that you were at that time separated from Christ, alienated from the common wealth of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world. But now, in Christ Jesus you who were once far off have been brought near in the blood of Christ. For he is our peace… he came and preached peace to you who were far off and peace to those who were near…’.
To take this understanding further we do need to think of peace not just in negative terms as the absence of violence, competitiveness and disruption between people. We must also think of it positively as the actual presence of something new, something inaugurated in our midst by Christ’s coming to us; something characteristic of nothing less than Jesus’ own being (“Christ is our peace” we say). The Archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan Williams, describes this new thing as unrestricted community, and its business, he says, is to be a means for God’s reconciliation for people through their coming to communion with one other and with him. Peace is the outward aspect of this movement to communion, and if we want to find an example, then we have to look to God himself and his trinitarian three-in-oneness — for our god is a God who before he ever acts outwardly is already, always, a movement of inter-communion in his own being. 
For ourselves, to use the word of Lesslie Newbigin (one of the twentieth century’s great missionaries) we are to be the locus, the place, where peaceful communion is active - pulling others towards us so that they too become a part. In reality it is not us who convert people; it is the peace itself (or rather God himself in Christ) that does that, through us. We become transparent to his presence and we mediate him. And the marvellous thing is that as this happens, as others–through us–grow closer to Christ, we become more Christ-like ourselves – for they convert us, too, as our communion with each other grows.
