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AND WHAT ABOUT A MISSION?

Text: “One day as they were worshiping God – they were also fasting as they waited for guidance – the Holy Spirit spoke: "Take Barnabas and Saul and commission them for the work I have called them to do.” Acts 13,2



Dear brothers and dear sisters! The story we read today is a major breakthrough in narrative in the Acts of the Apostles. That’s where the missionary journeys of the Apostle Paul begin. Not that the gospel hadn’t been spread before. Even on Cyprus has been proclaimed the Word of God. The Christians who escaped here after the first persecution of the Church (Acts 11.29) were responsible for that. The gospel came to speak spontaneously into many towns and villages. When people moved, travelled and traded.


In Antioch, however, happened for the first time that the Church under the thumb of the Holy Spirit decided to send its messengers to the world to systematically spread the Christian faith and serve the people to salvation. The aim is not, as it might seem, to gain new members of the Church. In the background there is no desire to have greater influence and higher financial income. The first generation of Christians, including the apostle Paul, was convinced of the near end of the world and second coming of Jesus Christ. In a way they therefore didn’t have to care whether the people of Cyprus will hear the Gospel. They could satisfy pretty well with their own salvation. After all, we too think mainly about what faith gives to ourselves.


But in Syrian Antioch there’s going to be a breakage. Five men in prayers could see that a new task came up for them. Not to satisfy with their own salvation, but to go into the world, go to different people and give them the same opportunity as they had when the Gospel spoke to them. Those five people didn’t want to excel before God, but they cared about other people more than about their own rest and comfort.



Do you think that something similar may happen in our church? I think so. Five men were enough back then. The beginnings of great things always start with one tiny decision. And that is especially true for the things of God. The kingdom of God always grows from a tiny seed.


Christian mission has two basic reasons. The first is God's mandate. Compulsion by the Holy Spirit. A task that won’t let people sleep. Evangelism is not something to what should people surge in on their own. Those who love to speak shouldn’t preach, but rather those who don’t venture on it and know that they don’t have the knowledge. But others will tell them: "Lord God sent you. Jesus needs you." It has happened in Antioch. Five people were praying and suddenly the task came up to them and the two people who should do it.


Another equally important presumption for the mission is to love people. Without it, the proclamation of the Gospel would just be the expression of own self-realization and the desire to be important. For the preaching of the Gospel there must be the same love and patience which have those who help the disabled or visit sick people. When we talk someone about Jesus Christ, we don’t do it because we want to be good in the eyes of God. Those who only like to listen to themselves won’t bring anyone to faith. But who cares about the people and have the patience with them will sooner or later see that his ministry is bearing fruit.


Decision to go on a mission trip to Cyprus was established on the basis of common prayer. Note that prayer is not only mere presentation of needs and requests, nor mere praise and thanksgiving, but also listening. The prayer is not just about what we say to the Lord God, but also about what the Lord tells and indicates us. Can we listen to God? Are we ready for that Jesus will turn to us and that this may cause a change in our lives? Prayer is a conversation. I can say the Lord God what I want and what worries me, but the Lord God can tell us what he needs from us and where he opens the space and path. Prayer doesn’t mean just reciting and singing, but also to be open and prepared to change yourself or do what you previously didn’t think of.


Why did the first apostles choose Cyprus as their destination? Undoubtedly because one of them was born there. They go home. Later they will go somewhere else, to complete foreigners, but for the beginning they choose the environment that Barnabas knows well. He will testify to those among whom he grew up, whose thinking he can imagine and anticipate arguments. Each of us has his Cyprus somewhere. People we work with or go on trips with. Friends we write with and debate on the Internet with. To those we can convey the Gospel the best. People who know us and know who we are. Although we are not perfect, we are readable for them. They see on us that Christian faith is not fanaticism, but a good life support and a starting point.


A tour around Cyprus lasted several months and the apostles visited a number of towns and villages. However, the narrative focuses on one event that was unique and must say that it remained unique till this day. Paul and Barnabas were invited to the governor of the island, Sergey Paul. We read about him that he was an educated man, which means studied and open to new ideas. This is evidenced by his contact with the Jewish prophet, whose name Bar-Jesus means son of Joshua. However, he was called Elymas, which means a magician. From the few terse notes it is difficult to say exactly what was that man like. But such people were wandering around the world back then. In Samaria it was Simon Magus, on the Cyprus Bar-Jesus and in Ephesus again some hunk. They were all people who misused religion to gain influence on people and fleece them of their money. The period around the turn of the era was very religious eager. People stopped believing the old Olympian gods. Judaism with its faith in one God and strong moral principles impressed many. But Bar-Jesus was not a wise rabbi. He was a religious entrepreneur who offered his own mixture of Judaism, magic and heathenism, which then anticipated local demand. The governor Sergey Paulus then had a man by him who told him interesting things and had a considerable influence on him.



The Apostle Paul has before him an educated man who is under the influence of manipulation and magic. Paul's preaching of God's love and grace cannot strike roots in the heart which is occupied by a foreign power. Facing this effect, Paul decides to do unusual step. He calls things with their right names. He identifies his ideological enemy as the son of the devil and call to him God's punishment. Elymas gets blind. In retrospective, the Apostle acted extremely intolerantly. But at that time it was quite normal procedure. Anyone could threaten with God's punishment. Ancient stories about god Asklepios, but also rabbinic texts from that period are full of stories in which God punishes someone for his disobedience.


But in the Gospel we don’t find anything like this! When the disciples wanted to call fire from heaven to disobedient Samarians, Jesus rejected them saying: "You do not know what you mean." In the Sermon on the Mount he advises us to love our enemies. Only once Jesus used his power to punish someone. He cursed him and he withered away. But not a man. The tree paid off! It was a fig tree which dried out as a sign that Israel did not accept the testimony of Jesus. In the subsequent Apocrypha we find punishing Jesus a lot of times, but it just shows that contemporary expectations were completely opposite from what the real Gospel is. People expected punishments from God. But Jesus brought help and rescue. Jesus healed, but his words never got anyone sick!


The Apostle Paul was his faithful disciple. He does not wish anything bad to Elymas. He doesn’t summon God's punishment or misfortune. He doesn’t want to hurt him. But he wants to show him the painful journey that he had to go through himself and without which he would have never stopped. Blindness which meets Elymase will be for a limited time. It's not a curse. It's a sign to show the helplessness and hopelessness of spells which used Elymas to influence the people until now. The one who could skilfully manipulate with people and impose them his ideas is suddenly stopped with the power which is real and invincible contrary to his own.


For us, this unusual story may be a warning that sometimes man’s eyes do not open otherwise than by experiencing a severe crisis which makes him realize the emptiness of his actions. Encouraging is the fact that the crisis which the Lord allows to us don’t serve as punishment but as an aid which will open our eyes. Because sometimes nothing else moves with us. Because sometimes we don’t listen to reasons by fair means. Crisis must come when we feel the bottom of our forces and only then we see things that we did not want to see and admit.


If our Lord God sometimes punishes us, then it is always only for good. I would not dare to pray as Paul did; that someone would come to the cathartic crisis. But I see in myself that until my life doesn’t push me to the rack, I don’t admit and realize some things. Thank God this crises are only temporary. When we experience something bad, we may believe that it is not definite. No anguish which meets us is eternal. God's mercy is renewed every morning. After dark night comes clear morning, relief after the pain, understanding after a lot of trouble, peace after the war, rainbow after rain, resurrection after death.

AMEN
