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Matthew 9:35-10:8: Jesus went about all the cities and villages, teaching in their synagogues, and proclaiming the good news of the kingdom, and curing every disease and every sickness. When he saw the crowds, he had compassion for them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd. Then he said to his disciples, “The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few; therefore ask the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest.” Then Jesus summoned his twelve disciples and gave them authority over unclean spirits, to cast them out, and to cure every disease and every sickness. These are the names of the twelve apostles: first, Simon, also known as Peter, and his brother Andrew; James son of Zebedee, and his brother John; Philip and Bartholomew; Thomas and Matthew the tax collector; James son of Alphaeus, and Thaddaeus; Simon the Cananaean, and Judas Iscariot, the one who betrayed him. These twelve Jesus sent out with the following instructions: “Go nowhere among the Gentiles, and enter no town of the Samaritans, but go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel. As you go, proclaim the good news, ‘The kingdom of heaven has come near.’ Cure the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast out demons. You received without payment; give without payment.”

Here’s one way Christians have read today’s Gospel lesson: We have a problem. We’ve gone astray like lost sheep. Our lives are out of control. They’re a mess. We’re harassed and helpless. And we need people who know what they’re doing to show up and put things in order. We need experts. We need leaders who know how to lead, who can show us how to do what we’re supposed to do, people who can harvest our untapped talents and put them to work. The Church needs more Bishops, Priests and Deacons. “Therefore ask the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest.” Ask God to give us more Bishops, Priests and Deacons. It’s no accident that we often hear this lesson read at ordinations.
So now here we are in the Episcopal Church with its Bishops, Priests and Deacons. I guess the Lord of the harvest must have answered that prayer. And I guess the rest of you can go back to grazing mindlessly (or vegetating and ripening—whichever metaphor you like) while people like me get to decide what we want to do with you. Don’t worry, we’ll keep you safe. We’re in charge now. We’ll tell you how to live your lives. You may not like what we tell you, but it’s all for your own good. Just trust us. Your leaders have arrived. “The kingdom of heaven has come near.” Thanks be to God!
Now … how many of you buy this picture of the Church? How many of you think that people like me or Fr. Steve or Fr. Tom or Bishop Cate have all the wisdom we need to run your lives for you? How many of you aspire to be sheep—with or without a shepherd? I won’t make you do anything threatening like raise your hand, but I don’t think I need to. I’ve never met anybody in the Episcopal Church who wanted to be ordered around. 

OK, one obvious exception: we do like people to map out our choreography. When we worship, we want our moving around to mean something, to get us focused, to remind us of the sheer mystery of God’s life intersecting with ours. We don’t want worship to be another coffee hour. We already have a coffee hour. We want this to be something different from the everyday. So we let people tell us where to move, when to stand, sit or kneel, even what to say in our responses. We’re pretty happy with having this be fairly scripted. We like how it reshapes us over time.
But that’s about the only area where I’ve seen people in this Church let somebody simply tell them what to do. We’re OK with standing and reciting the Nicene Creed. We’re not OK with somebody telling us what we have to think about the Creed. We’re OK with being called to love God and our neighbor, to work for justice and to respect the dignity of every person. We’re not OK with being told how to vote or who we can love. How we live and what we think does matter, but we want to be trusted to be led by our best lights, not somebody else’s. And if we make a mess of things, which of course we do, we want to be able to admit that without a lot of finger shaking. We’re OK with paying lots of attention to what our Bishops say about an issue, especially when they can agree. But that’s because they’re not OK with pretending to have special insights that are not available to the rest of us—ordained or not, baptized or not. So yes, we have Bishops, Priests and Deacons, and the Bishops even carry around something that looks like a shepherd’s crook—it’s called a crozier. But we’re definitely not sheep.

That’s something that other churches like ours are learning about the hard way these days. Other Bishops in the Anglican Communion want our Bishops to enforce a last-minute resolution on sexuality that the majority of them voted for at their last international gathering. And our Bishops keep saying that they don’t have the power to enforce it even if they had voted for it (though most of ours voted against it anyway). 
Other Bishops in other churches do have that kind of power. Ours never did. When we were colonies the Church of England didn’t send us any Bishops, and by the time we took matters into our own hands and got the Episcopal Church of Scotland to ordain a Bishop for us, we had been getting along without them for over 200 years. We had come to see the wisdom of giving everybody a share of responsibility for shaping our common life. And that’s why other Anglicans keep getting surprised when our Bishops refuse to act like dictators. They’ve never had that kind of power, and they’ve come to believe we’re all better off if they don’t. 
Our clergy don’t get to order people around like shepherds, and the rest of us don’t have to follow orders like sheep. In fact, at least on paper, none of us are allowed simply to sit back and let others make all the decisions. If we do, we’re shortchanging the Church.
Time for a little audience participation: you’ve got Prayer Books in front of you. Take one and turn to p. 855. We’re going to recite a few lines from our Catechism, starting at the top of the page:
Q. What is the mission of the Church?

A. The mission of the Church is to restore all people to unity with God and each other in Christ.

Q. How does the Church pursue its mission?

A. The Church pursues its mission as it prays and worships, proclaims the Gospel, and promotes justice, peace, and love.

Q. Through whom does the Church carry out its mission?

A. The Church carries out its mission through the ministry of all its members.

Q. Who are the ministers of the Church?

A. The ministers of the Church are lay persons, bishops, priests, and deacons.
Which ministers are listed first? Lay persons. If you’re a member, you’re already a minister, and you’re expected to take lots of initiative in “the life, worship and governance of the Church.” It’s easier, of course, to ignore that and let the clergy run everything, so don’t be surprised if that’s what you see most of the time. But we’ve held ourselves to a higher standard, and we shouldn’t be content with just drifting along.
So here’s another way to read today’s Gospel lesson. We do have a problem. We’re at odds with one another and with God. All of us—clergy and laity, members and non-members—we’re all conflicted. And it’s going to take all of us working together to bring us back toward the common life God wants to live with us—a life of justice, peace and love. So pray that God will wake us all up and send us out to share the word of reconciliation with all people. And pray that God will open our ears to hear words of reconciliation from anybody anywhere who’s begun to share in God’s outrageous welcome.
Jesus picked twelve of his followers and told them to start with their own people. They hadn’t been ordained. They had been empowered to make a healing difference among the people they met. You may wonder if they really could cure every sickness, and you’re more than welcome to draw your own conclusions. Let’s just say that when they showed up, people were astounded to find their lives restored to wholeness. 
Jesus sent them out to live and share the good news: “The kingdom of heaven has come near.” God’s common life is here already. That’s the news—not, “Your new leaders are here”; not, “Accept Jesus Christ as your personal savior”; just, “God’s common life is here already.” It wasn’t anybody’s private property—not the disciples’, not Jesus’, not even God’s. It was the life God lives in common with all God’s creatures. It belongs to everybody, and it’s already begun. 
That’s the good news Jesus lived and shared, and it’s still the good news we’re called to live and share. Everything else we say about God, about Jesus, about God’s people, about Bishops, Priests and Deacons, everything we say has to be in service to that outrageously welcoming news: God’s common life is here already. 
We’ve been trying to live and share that news for centuries, now, and let’s admit it: it’s more than a little disheartening to see just how harassed and helpless people still seem to be. But we’re not giving up, because God hasn’t given up. God’s common life was taking flesh in Jesus ministry, and it’s still taking flesh today in ours. Our conflicts and pettiness can’t keep it away. People’s desires for control can’t keep it away. Our fear of sticking our necks out can’t keep it away. It’s here. And it’s going to keep pestering us to open ourselves to the life we were made to live.
So what should we do now? I’m not going to tell you what to do. Maybe you should tell me what you’d like to do about this. We’ve come together right now to hear good news, to share in the banquet prepared from the foundation of the world, to find ourselves caught up into God’s common life. So for now, let’s do just that. It won’t make us experts. It won’t keep us from messing up again and again. But it will give us the strength to keep at it.
God’s common life is here already. And already you are starting to live it. 

Thanks be to God.

