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One of the passages that really fascinates me is Luke chapter 10. 

It is a laboratory experiment, literally 'in the field'. Here Jesus 

decides to send out 72, or some say 70 followers,  to local 

villages where he is about to go,  and he gives them the rules of 

engagement or,  we might describe them  as,  the boundaries or 

the parameters  of the experiment. Remember, they are going 

first. They do not know what to expect, and unlike in a true 

experiment,  they cannot control all the factors involved.  They 

don't know for example,  how people are going to react to what 

they say or do . And when you hear what is involved;  they are 

to offer the Kingdom of God , rather than the Pax Romana of 

the Roman empire. That goes against the emperor. This is 

dangerous, risky work, with a capital R! What could possibly go 

wrong! 

I want to suggest that most of us are risk averse, and the church 

today certainly is. We like to have all the questions answered,  

before we agree to do anything.   What is the ultimate Church of 

Scotland question? How much is it going to cost! Or,  if we do 

this, are we going to have more people coming on a Sunday 

morning? As if church can be confined and restricted to one 

hour,  on one day of the week.  If we are honest with ourselves, 

we have all said these things and more.  We are risk averse.  I 

don't think many of us would sign up for this venture. What 

makes this really hard, and in the language of scientific 

experiments, this experiment is not observational.  It is not a 

case study. These guys are doing the work.  They are not 

observing from a distance.  I am pretty sure the 72  were... I 

cannot say it politely, so I won't. But you know what I mean.  

What were they thinking? 

There are many ways this passage can be interpreted, but for 

me the field is real. That is the key point. Jesus is saying to this 

followers, see those fields, if the villagers don't harvest them in 

time, they will have no food to eat or sell on. Harvest was 

literally life or death.  We tend to over spiritualises the passage, 

and talk about the field as a symbol of salvation.  Jesus is saying 

to his followers, roll your sleeves up and get stuck in. Help these 

people bring in their harvest.  This is 'field work'.  Where the 

people of God are involved in their local community. 

If risk requires trust. Then going out with few supplies,  requires 

faith.  Jesus says to them, don't rely on what you have. Leave 

that stuff at home. Have faith in what you cannot see.  One of 

things we have tended to do, is to see people, as people in 

need, and the church as the provider. Meeting that need and 

bringing our resources with us. That totally imbalances the 

relationship. We need to leave our gear at home and see what 

others have to offer? 

We have journeyed with the ludicrous notion that we take God 

with us into our communities.  As if God is one of our resources. 

The truth is so different. As we journey, we do so,  in the 



expectation of meeting  God ourselves, where God already is, 

working in the midst of his people.  

Over the past few weeks I have had the opportunity to read, a 

couple of books. One of them is called the Abundant 

Community, by John McKnight and Peter Block. They discovered 

a  key insight into community development. It is  this, instead of 

looking for need, we need to look for abundance,  and you do 

that,  by discovering and utilising the gifts of the community. It 

is not about what we bring, it is how we work together,  using 

the gifts of all the people, to the benefit of the whole 

community.  

Our question should never be , what do you need?  Far better to 

ask, what can you share with or teach others?  How often do we 

talk about gifts in the church, but see it as a one way street? 

From us, to those in need. Just one brief example. Instead of 

giving people food, they sought to discover what people were 

good at, and on occasions entered into a joint loan with the 

person, to enable them to start their own business. That is a 

tough form of giving, but it transforms people's lives. It that not 

what the gospel is all about? A gift is only a gift,  once it has 

been offered and shared.   

They discovered two other  insights to develop community, both 

well known to the church.  These are fellowship in associations 

and hospitality. You might be thinking, we are quite good at 

that. In the other book I read, Having nothing, possessing 

everything by Michael Mather, he shares some fascinating 

examples of hospitality from his own congregation.  Can I say 

this, they were far from easy and required a huge amount of risk 

taking. They went well beyond the idea of being welcoming and 

friendly.  

We like to give, but accepting hospitality is not easy. The 

reason? It takes away our agenda and our position of power.  

Jesus says to the 72, accept the hospitality of the people.  Sit at 

their tables. Listen to the stories of their community. Listen 

where God is at work outside the church and then be prepared 

to join in.  That is God's agenda, and for us as a church, I believe 

that will require a total change of our mindset. This is what 

rebalances the relationship. We are no longer the hosts, we are 

the guests, at the tables of others.  

Let me finish by saying this. The thing about experiments is this,  

they mostly fail.  We need to persevere,  overcome the failures 

of the past and learn from them. You see, not everyone will 

welcome us, but that does not mean we shouldn't  follow the 

call of God.  It just makes it a bit more difficult. The journey out 

into the villages and tables of our communities  will never be 

easy,  and Jesus never promised it would be.  

Thomas Watson Sr., the original Chairman and CEO of IBM, once 

said  “The fastest way to succeed is to double your failure rate.” 

 The question is, do we, dare to fail? Amen 


