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“Go” Sermon:  “Going Over the Great Chasm”
Father, through the cross of Your Son, You have bridged the gulf that was created through our sin.  Now nothing separates us from you.  Give to Your Holy Church both the wisdom and the love to know how we can bridge the great divide that exists between the world and we as your church.  Now, may the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts and minds be acceptable in Your sight, O Lord our Rock and our Redeemer.  Amen.


In 1851, many of the most accomplished engineers in the country thought James Roebling was out of his mind. That year, Roebling began to work on the unthinkable—the bridging of the Niagara River Gorge.  Disaster was nearly universally predicted. There was, of course, the sheer mathematics of the thing: 825 feet across and, more terrifyingly, 200 feet down. Straight down.  A plummet you couldn’t even dream in your worst nightmare.  But the numbers paled in comparison to the sheer power and raging terror of the place. Roebling’s proposed site was just upstream from the great Niagara Falls, where up to 37.4 million gallons of water per minute fall into the Niagara Gorge.  From there the rushing water had cut a deep abyss with a series of savage rapids before ending in a tremendous whirlpool held in a massive rock basin. A no-man’s land.

Across such a chasm, Roebling believed a train could cross!  History was not a powerful ally. Although greater spans had already been bridged, including Roebling’s bridge across the Ohio River, the Niagara River posed fierce difficulties.  No girders or bridge supports (provided that they could even be constructed) would ever survive the raging current. The only possible solution in Roebling’s mind and eye was a suspension bridge.  And that was what had people worried. At the time, suspension bridges were about as well regarded in the engineering profession as the Edsel would be in the early automotive industry—disasters in the making. They shook in the wind, and after a few years they twisted and crumbled into the waters they were designed to span. In England and France, suspension bridges had collapsed under the mere weight of humans crossing, killing hundreds. In America, a number of small suspension bridges—mostly for the movement of livestock—had collapsed, including one over the Licking River in Covington, Kentucky.

When Roebling first proposed a suspension bridge across the great Niagara Gorge, it came as no great surprise that most people were putting their money on the gorge, not the bridge.

The chasm was simply too great, too terrible.

It is not much different today, in the life of the church.
The church of the 21st century looks over a great chasm—one that is getting wider and further apart every year. The gap is between the authority of God’s Word and the skepticism and hostility of the world toward that Word.  The widening gap is found between Jesus’ call to deny self and the world’s increasing self-obsession.

In the face of this widening gap, Jesus commands us to go into the world – but how shall we cross over such a wide and dangerous chasm, especially in view of the reality that in today’s world the church is not seen as a dominant force:
· Six out of 10 view the church as being irrelevant.
· One out of three pastors view the church as having no impact on society.
· Attendance Figures:

· Builders (pre-1946):   65%

· Boomers (1947-1964):  35%

· Busters (born between 1965-1976):  15%

· Bridgers (born 1976-1994):  4%

· In the last ten years, the unchurched population in North America increased from 24% to 34%.
In the world in which I grew up, the gap between the church and the world was connected by the bridge of Absolute Truth. That bridge is no longer there. Absolute Truth is still a fact, but the world does not buy that any longer. One author has expressed that this may well be the first civilization in the history of the world that does not believe nor accept an objective right or wrong.  An example of this is in the fact that anyone 31 years or younger has never known of any other law than that which makes abortion perfectly legal in the USA.
Jesus Christ came to close the gap between man and God which sin had created. That was a chasm that only the bridge of His Cross could connect. By means of his own flesh, he bridged that gap. He crossed over into our world and our lives in flesh and blood so that we might be able to cross over into the presence of his heavenly Father.  But much of the world does not know this, and if they know this they refuse to believe it. 

Jesus’ vision is that now the church will be the bridge upon which his message can be carried into the world.  Picture if you will a suspension bridge with two cables.
I. The first is The Great Commandment.  Open your Bible to Matthew 22:37-40: 
 “Jesus replied: ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.  This is the first and greatest commandment.  And the second is like it: Love your neighbor as yourself.   All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.’”

Central to closing the gap between the church and the world is the Great Commandment.  We are called to love God and worship Him. Mission flows out of worship (Matthew 28:18).  Serving Him with all of our life—body, mind and soul—is our first priority, but one that is key to being a credible and authentic witness.  The world wants to see that we live what we preach.  

A study was done recently of 131 measures or attributes of behaviors/ values/beliefs among believers and non-believers. There was no noticeable difference between those on either side of the chasm.  Turn now, if you will to 1 Peter 3:15-22:
“But in your hearts set apart Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect, keeping a clear conscience, so that those who speak maliciously against your good behavior in Christ may be ashamed of their slander. It is better, if it is God's will, to suffer for doing good than for doing evil.  For Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God. He was put to death in the body but made alive by the Spirit, through whom also he went and preached to the spirits in prison who disobeyed long ago when God waited patiently in the days of Noah while the ark was being built. In it only a few people, eight in all, were saved through water, and this water symbolizes baptism that now saves you also—not the removal of dirt from the body but the pledge of a good conscience toward God. It saves you by the resurrection of Jesus Christ, who has gone into heaven and is at God's right hand—with angels, authorities and powers in submission to him.


Hudson Taylor, director of the China Inland Mission, often interviewed candidates for the mission field. On one occasion, he met with a group of applicants to determine their motivation for service. “Why do you wish to be a foreign missionary?” he asked.  One said, “I want to go because Christ has commanded us to go into all the world and preach the Gospel to very person.”  Another said, “I want to go because millions are perishing without Christ.”  Others gave different answers. Then Taylor said, “All of these answers, however good, will fail you in times of testings, trials, tribulations and possibly death.  There is but one motive that will sustain you in trial and testing—the love of Jesus.”

The world must see that our lives have authenticity that can only flow out of a heart of love—love for God and love for neighbor.  “Love your neighbor.”  We are called upon by Christ to go to our neighbor, even when they have hurt us, and go the extra mile. Many times that will require us to be exposed to great unfairness. Jesus understood this. That is why I find so much comfort in His words to “Go and make disciples” and His promise that He will be with me always. 

He also expects us to demonstrate this love for neighbor by our willingness to wash their feet. This can sometimes be such a difficult thing to do, as we will see in our devotions this week as we read the testimony of one of our own within the fellowship here at St. Luke (Devotion 41).

Jesus says of us in Matthew 5:13-14, “You are the salt and you are the light of the world.”  In studying that recently, it came to me that the word “you” is in the plural form. This is significant for my understanding of the church. You and I individually can be and are the salt and light—but even more so together.  The sum total of our efforts is what will have impact in a way that bridges the mighty and widening chasm.

An example of effectiveness when many believers work together to serve as salt and light can be seen among the Amish in the raising of a barn.  In their collective effort, how many times have we seen others, including the media, be drawn in by that witness?  Closer to home, this principle was evidenced among us this week.  Someone not connected to our fellowship made the comment to a member of St. Luke that they were impressed with how our fellowship made sure to “take care of its own.”  They had noticed the collective efforts that are offered to anyone in need. That is what it means to be salt and light in the daily grind of life.  
         Can we expand this?  In what ways can all of us together be salt and light to the community around us?  In what ways could just a handful of us take on a task or a ministry and in so doing be salt and light to one person, one family, one neighborhood?

As we seek to bridge the widening gap, the bridge that we construct will be suspended by two cables, the first being The Great Commandment. The second is The Great Commission.  Turn in your Bibles to Matthew 28:18-20:
“Then Jesus came to them and said, ‘All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.  Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.’”
1. “All authority is given to me.”  Worship and love of God is the core of our mission.  Obedience to the authority of Jesus is as well.  Having defeated the worst Satan could throw at him, unable to be held down by death itself and now raised from the dead as proof of the Father’s acceptance and approval, Jesus stands as Lord over all—with all authority.  Authority over the devil and his angels.  Authority over the grave and death itself.  Authority over you and me, for he is not only my Savior, but my Lord.  A disciple is one who lives out his or her life in obedience to the call of Jesus: “Come, follow me . . . .”  This is more than an invitation.  It is a command.  Oz Guinness expresses this in what is a helpful way for my understanding in his book, The Call:
“Only madmen, geniuses, and supreme egotists do things purely for themselves. It is easy to buck a crowd, not too hard to march to a different drummer. However, it is truly difficult—perhaps impossible—to march only to your own drumbeat.  Most of us, whether we are aware of it or not, do things with an eye to the approval of some audience or another.  The question is not whether we have an audience, but which audience we have. This observation underscores another vital feature of the truth of calling:  A life lived listening to the decisive call of God is a life lived before one audience that trumps all others—the Audience of One.”
Dietrich Bonhoeffer who understood the joy and the difficulty of following the call of discipleship once wrote, 
“Who stands fast, only the man whose final standard is not his reason, his principles, his conscience, his freedom, or his virtue, but who is ready to sacrifice all this when he is called to obedient and responsible action in faith and in exclusive allegiance to God—the responsible man, who tries to make his whole life an answer the question and call of God.”
2. Our Mission:  “Make Disciples of All Nations.”  A disciple is nothing less than a follower of a person.  We care called to make this a reality in all nations, a wide and daring vision for any age—the one in which the disciples lived, certainly, but for ours as well.  Impossible?

Coca-Cola is one product that has far outgrown its humble beginnings. In 1886, Dr. John Pemberton first introduced Coca-Cola in Atlanta, Georgia. The pharmacist concocted a caramel-colored syrup in a three-legged brass kettle in his backyard. He first distributed Coca-Cola by carrying it in a jug down the street to the local pharmacy.  After a little more than 100 years, surveys show that 97% of the world has heard of it; 72% of the world has seen a can of Coca-Cola; and 51% has tasted it—all due to the simple fact that the company made a commitment years ago that every one on the planet would have a taste of their soft drink.

1.7 billion people have no access to the Good News of Jesus which offers a living water so that one would ever thirst again. 17 million people die every year without having heard the name of Jesus.


Our call and our mission is nothing less than to offer people the living water that will satisfy a person’s thirst and hunger eternally.  It all begins with the word “Go.”  As we are going about our normal way, let us seek to build those bridges that will enable us to cross over into the lives of a skeptical and unbelieving world.

The bridge of John Roebling was completed in March of 1855.  Four plain towers sixty feet high and four cables that were each ten inches in diameter.  Two levels to cross over.  The bottom level was for carriage and pedestrians and the top level for the Great Western Canada Railroad.  On Friday, March 16 the first train crossed over.  It was heavier than most trains that would follow in years to come. Roebling wanted to put the bridge to the ultimate test to insure its safety.  After the train had crossed over, Roebling was satisfied.  The two countries had been joined together, but most of all the basic purpose had been accomplished which he expressed in a letter that he wrote his family, when he said “No one is afraid to cross.”
 “No one is afraid to cross”—that is what we are building here at St. Luke.  A bridge held up by the suspension cables of The Great Commandment and The Great Commission that no one will be afraid to cross in either direction.  Those from among us entering and engaging the world will go forth responding to his command with his promise that he is always with us.  Those crossing over from the world into the church will see evidence of love—genuine sincere love for God and others.
As it was for Roebling’s Bridge, may it be said for the bridge of the church:  “No one was afraid to cross.”  

Lord Jesus, upon your cross, you crossed over from your world into ours. We worship and love you for your courage and love. Now we need not be afraid to cross over into your presence. Help us, in love and obedience, to build a bridge that connects your Holy Church with an unbelieving world with the message of your love and grace so that no one will be afraid to cross over.  Amen.
Rev. Barry J. Keurulainen
“Go” Sermon – p. 6

