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“A God Who Tends and Sends”
2 Timothy 1:1-7 June 2, 2019

Several years ago, before I went to seminary, I was 
approached for a favor by Edith, one of the elders at my 
church. She found me one Sunday after church: “Owen, a 
couple of folks told me you’d be a good person to ask for 
help with some maintenance work.” To which my response 
was, and I quote, “really?”

You can ask anyone who knows me well- if you are in need 
of a craftsman or a handyman, I might be the very last person 
you would want to recruit for the job. I have a grandfather 
and father-in-law, both master carpenters and builders, and 
that is not a gene I possess. I was the one who, for group 
projects in middle school shop class, was quickly assigned 
sanding duty. I was quite certain Edith had made a mistake. 

“You’ll do fine, Owen,” she said, so I came back to the 
church later and we walked around the block to a house whose 
backyard bordered the church. It turns out what was needed 
was to bring furniture up from the basement, something I 
could, in fact, help with. And Edith introduced me to the 
person who lived there, a woman who had clearly just arrived- 
her things and those of her children were still in bags. 

I could tell something was unusual about the situation, 
and Edith confirmed as we walked back. “We’re only 
allowed to know their first names,” she said. “Our church 
owns the house, but the city has the keys. When shelters are 
at capacity, women and their kids who need a secret place to 
stay have it for as long as they need.”

That day, my perception of that church’s witness to its 
community changed. And it stuck with me the next Sunday 
when I saw through a new lens the basket in the church 
lobby collecting clothes and food for the local women’s 
shelter. The thing of it is that most of the members didn’t 
know about that ministry- that was by design. It couldn’t 
be on their website or their promotional materials. It was 
important. And it was largely unknown. 

Faith can be funny that way. How is it that we can feel 
called to something that feels so meaningful and right 
when, in terms of raw transactional value, it doesn’t do 
us personally a lick of good?  I think our scripture today 

speaks a lot to that question. 

I would submit that our reading from Luke 4 is one of 
the most underappreciated moments in the entire New 
Testament, because in it, Jesus summarizes not only what he 
has come to do, but also what we are called to do as disciples. 
Remember that chapters 1 and 2 of Luke narrate Jesus’ 
birth- we read those every December. Luke chapter 3 is a 
transition- we read about John the Baptist who is preparing 
the way for Jesus’ ministry, and then the chapter concludes 
with a long genealogy that establishes Jesus’ lineage. So 
chapter 4 is the very first time in Luke that we meet the 
adult Jesus, and after 13 verses in which he is tempted in the 
desert, we find Jesus amongst his family and friends at the 
Temple. It is his first act of public ministry. And boy does 
he make the most of it.

Jesus opens the scroll of Isaiah and reads from what we 
now know as chapter 61, and declares that he has been 
sent by God to serve the poor, the blind, the prisoners, and 
the oppressed. And that’s it! It says he “then he rolled up 
the scroll, gave it back to the attendant and sat down.” If 
Luke were writing in the year 2019, he may very well have 
phrased it this way: “Jesus finished reading, and he dropped 
the mic.” 

The story goes on. We read that this lesson from Jesus in 
the temple upset the people so much that they run him out 
of town. Yes, this is Jesus’ first act of public ministry, and he 
is controversial from the start. 

The tension in this scene, I believe, is an imbalance of 
expectation. You see, the people who gathered to listen to 
Jesus had heard about his recent journeys into the wilderness 
and they had heard the rumors that Jesus was able to heal 
people. So when he quotes Isaiah, and proclaims that he 
had come to help the poor and oppressed, their response 
was to say, “yeah, yeah, that’s nice…but you’re going to heal 
us of our illnesses also, right? Your parents live here after all! 
You’re gonna show us some love.” 

That’s when they realize—he’s actually serious about 
that stuff he said. And Jesus leaves no room for doubt by 
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clarifying that prophets come to do more than help their 
friends.  The text says they were furious. 

There is a genuine conflict, I believe, between how the 
gospel of Jesus Christ calls us to live, and how we hope that 
same gospel will feed our souls. 

In a way that I am sure is true of other professions, one of 
the occupational hazards of being in ministry is that when 
you are asked your profession by strangers, you very often 
get a passionate response. People either really don’t want to 
talk about your work, or they really, really do. 

A few years ago I was in just such a moment when a 
very kind gentleman mentioned that if I were ever to start 
a church, he had just read an article about the 7 traits of 
America’s most successful churches. I was intrigued—if 
this guy by chance does have access to a magic formula, it 
seemed like a word worth spreading. Drawn from a study in 
2016,i this is what the article listed as 7 top criteria people 
cite when choosing a church. 

1. Good sermons

2. Experiencing hospitality, especially from leaders

3. Style of worship service

4. The location of the church

5. Children’s and youth activities

6. Having friends or family in the congregation

7. The availability of mission opportunities 

Those seem reasonable enough. I think it is fair to say that 
when most of us imagine church, we imagine something 
quite like that. A place where we can be spiritually fed; be 
guided in how to live our lives; find meaning in life’s big 
questions. To have some good coffee and a donut (or donut 
hole if we’re trying for self-control). To join a bible study. If 
that was handed to us, we’d be silly not to take it. 

But I was fascinated to read another study that showed 
not why people choose a church to join, but what people 
find meaningful after being in a faith community for a 
while. And those things that were 6th and 7th on the first 
list- community and mission—those rise to the top of the 
second study.ii  

Does that mean that good sermons and attractive Sunday 
School options don’t matter after a while? I don’t think 
that’s what it means. But it could mean that the things that 

might not have seemed as attractive as we begin our faith 
journeys become more relevant to us over time. 

It has been a blessing and a privilege to spend my first two 
years of ordained ministry here at Second. I think it is very 
possible that nobody gets to see so many different corners 
of the life and mission of this church than Lake Fellows 
do—everything from pastoral care and the May Memorial 
service; the Food Pantry and other mission projects; leading 
Sunday evening and Sunday morning worship; spending 
time with session and elders; serving for a year with our 
wonderful deacons. We spend three hours almost every 
week with the senior pastor in seminar. And we are invited 
into living rooms and hospital rooms and even gravesides. 
We get to see all of it. 

I do want to take a moment to emphasize that I, and I 
think I speak for Meagan as well, I do not take that privilege 
for granted. That a congregation would open itself up to 
brand new faces and invest so much in us, all for us to 
depart 22 months after we arrive. There are congregations 
where clergy are labeled “the new pastor” for the better part 
of their first decade there. I believe that it is a spiritual gift 
of this community to so genuinely invite Lake Fellows into 
your lives. I promise you, we are better pastors and better 
people for it.

In these 22 months, I have had a front row seat to some 
truly extraordinary moments of ministry. I have had these 
moments on my mind recently and I have seen Jesus’ 
command from Luke 4 lived out. 

Because in this moment of Jesus’ ministry I see him 
challenging the people he loved most- those who he grew 
up with in Nazareth—to understand the radical lengths 
to which they must go if they were to be Godly disciples. 
Bring good news to the poor. Proclaim release to the 
captives. Give sight to the blind; freedom to the oppressed. 
This is a call that recognizes what the people wanted—to be 
fed spiritually and physically—and Jesus does not say that 
is wrong. But rather, he says that our faith is incomplete if 
we do not extend our focus to those who society pushes to 
the margins. One is not complete without the other. Our 
faith will not and cannot fill us unless we leave our comfort 
zones and seek out those most in need of good news. Go 
to the dark places of cities and our neighborhoods that are 
most in need of light. To find those most in need of love 
and provide it. 

Friends, it happens here. 
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It happens during Christmas Benevolence, when over 
a thousand volunteer slots are filled each December to 
provide food, clothes, and gifts to families from every 
corner of the city. 

It happens just down the hall in the Centerpoint 
Counseling Center, as the taboo of mental health therapy 
is worn down, and the gift of over a dozen gifted counselors 
blesses this community regardless of ability to pay. 

It happens as Presbyterian Women work tirelessly each 
week to sort donations for our Summer and Fall sales, 
raising funds for children at Greenbrier Elementary and 
important nonprofit organizations. 

It happens as youth head to Ferguson Missouri and 
Louisville Kentucky. It happens in Malawi and Kenya and 
the Dominican Republic. And like a nondescript house 
bordering Edith’s church many states away, Second has 
its fair share of quiet, life-changing ministries that do not 
make the seasonal Spire magazine or the website. 

Friends, I encourage you to seek out ways to go deeper in 
faith. To find opportunities to interact face to face, in close 
proximity to those most in need. 

This congregation does so very much. And there is so very 
much left to do. In this, our faith is deepened, and scripture 
fulfilled in your living. 

May it be so. Amen. 

____________________________________________
i https://thomrainer.com/2018/08/seven-traits-healthy-churches-today/
ii https://churchrelevance.com/qa-top-reasons-for-church-attendance/


