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Exodus 19:2-8a; Psalm 100; Romans 5:1-8; Matthew 9:35-10:23

When Jesus saw the crowds, he had compassion for them, because they
were harassed and helpless, like a sheep without a shepherd. Then he said
to his disciples, “the harvest is plentiful but the laborers are few.”

There are four places in the gospel of Matthew where it says that Jesus had
compassion for the crowds. The word compassion means literally “to suffer
with,” com-passio. Jesus suffered with the crowds when he saw them. Jesus
desired to heal and liberate the ones who were harassed and helpless.

But Jesus didn’t do it by himself.

This gospel passage is called the sending of the 12 when Jesus started
referring to the disciples as the apostles, which means “the sent ones.”
Jesus sent the 12 to their very own people — maybe even their very own
families — to proclaim good news, to announce that God’s kingdom had
come near, to cure the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast out
demons. Jesus sent them out to heal and to liberate. Jesus sent them out to
suffer with, to have compassion, because he could not do it alone.

Jesus needs our help. Have you ever thought of that? Jesus, the one who
helps us, needs our help. I’'m not saying that Jesus didn’t or doesn’t have the
ability to heal and liberate alone, but Jesus chose and chooses to send us
into the harvest, to have compassion like he has compassion, to do the work
of Jesus in the world.

Here’s why Jesus needs us:

Racism exists, sexism exists, abuse exists, homelessness exists, addiction
exists, poverty exists. There are so many in this world who are harassed and
helpless like sheep without a shepherd because they do not have power or
resources or support. The harvest, the work that needs to be done is, sadly,
plentiful. Jesus out of compassion says | need you to heal and to liberate,
because otherwise, who will do it?

One of the most inspiring things | get to do each month is serve on our
synod’s candidacy committee to assess candidates for ministry in the
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America. To be a pastor or deacon in our
denomination is a multi-year process which involves not only theological
education but also three or more essays and interviews with the candidacy
committee. The reason it is so inspiring is because these candidates, who
range in age from their 20s to their 70s, all want to work the harvest. Going
into ministry isn’t something you do for the money or the glory, so to see all
these people — and our synod ranks about 4™ out of 65 synods in terms of
number of candidates who go through candidacy each year — saying sign me
up because the harvest is plentiful is awe-inspiring.

In their essays and interviews they say that they want to join the brokenness
of the world with the healing of God. They say they want to engage in the
world like Jesus does, so that what happened at Emanuel AME Church in
Charleston, South Carolina two years ago never happens again. So that what
happened to Philando Castile never happens again. So that what happened
on a baseball diamond in Alexandria, VA this week never happens again. So
that people who are marginalized because of who they are know how
precious they are in God’s sight and that the world is transformed so that
never again do they experience marginalization.

But Jesus needs more than pastors or deacons to be apostles, to be one sent
by Jesus. Each one of us, regardless of our age or what we think our ability
is, is called to work the harvest.

Each of us who are Christian, each of us who are marked with the cross of
Christ in baptism, are called to heal and liberate the harassed and the
helpless, to usher in the kingdom of God, to ensure that all have power, all
have resources, all have support so that all can flourish as the beloved
children of God that they are.

Jesus needs us. And yet Jesus sends us out with little more than trust that
he’s going to equip us for what he calls us to. Maybe that’s the hardest part
of this whole apostleship thing — we want to feel 100% prepared for doing
the healing and liberating Jesus calls us to do. We want a plan, we want to
have it all laid out beforehand. We want to know it will be easy.

But Jesus says, don’t load up on words to say or material things to make it
happen. Take no gold or bag for your journey. “Don’t worry about what you



are to speak or what you are to say, for what you are to say will be given to
you at that time.” Oh, and by the way, it won’t be easy. Where the work
needs to be done is where the resistance is greatest. When you suffer with,
when you have compassion, it means that yes, you too will suffer.

Every fiber of our being resists suffering — everything we do from taking pills
to stuffing our grief to avoiding hard conversations is to keep ourselves from
suffering. But Paul reminds us of something in his letter to the Romans
today:

Suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and
character produces hope, and hope does not disappoint us, because God’s
love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been
given to us.

Jesus does not call us to suffering, Jesus calls us to heal and to liberate. And
as we do that, as we go on the way of ministry, as we have compassion like
he has compassion, we will likely suffer with others. It’s not something we
want to sign up for. Like Mother Teresa supposedly said, | know God won’t
give me more than | can handle, | just wish God didn’t trust me so much.

Harvesting is hard work, and it’s work that needs to happen now. We live in
one of the top raspberry producing regions of the world. If those berries
weren’t harvested on time, they would rot and fall off the canes and the
crop would be a total waste.

Jesus knows that’s the same thing that could happen to the harvest of his
loved ones, that’s why he needs us right now.

Sometimes our work to heal and to liberate won’t be accepted — sometimes,
as Jesus told his 12 apostles, you will not be welcome and others won’t
listen to your words. Don’t worry, Jesus says. Shake off the dust from your
feet. Keep healing and keep liberating — don’t be anxious if the timing isn’t
right. Just keep on keeping on.

The harvest is now. Jesus needs you. There are people in this world who are
harassed and helpless. So how will you harvest this week? Who will you heal
and liberate? Dear friends in Christ, proclaim the good news: the Kingdom of
Heaven has come near. Make a joyful noise and know that the Lord is God,
our maker to whom we belong. Amen.
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