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Personal Introduction and Appreciation

It is a joy to be here, involved in this, my first City Mission World Conference, but to feel connectedness with so many of you.  With the exception of the nations of Australia, Pakistan, the Solomon Island and Zambia, I have visited each of your countries, and have taught in the majority of your countries for a variety of institutions.   In each place, I have found “signs of the Kingdom” both in your peoples and in your ministries.   

I think I come with some pedigree in rescue missions.   My beginnings began in a mission, 73 years ago, January 1st, 1933.   No, I’m not 73 years old.  But my parents met in Sunshine Mission in Chicago, Ill.  My mother was a fourteen year- old trumpet player (actually it was the cornet), and had been asked to play a volunteer worship solo.   Across the aisle was a 17 year-old piano player who noted the cute brown-eyed girl and, flirting with her, whispering loudly, “I’m an uncle,” because that day, his oldest brother became a father.

He soon became regular accompanist for my mother, until it became a lifestyle, then a marriage, then a family, of which I am the oldest.   Thank you, Sunshine Mission, for being there.   Missions serve not only clients but volunteers and staff whose lives too are changed.
My mother also became a regular musical volunteer at Pacific Garden Rescue Mission, also in Chicago, and was invited to spend the winter vacation traveling with the mission director and his wife, the Walter Taylors, for vacation in St Petersburg, Florida.  

After my parents married, they moved to minister in Toronto, Canada, participating regularly at the Yonge St. Mission, there.   As the family grew, we transfered to Glasgow, Scotland, site of the first of all rescue missions, 180 years ago.

Those years, as a “wee lad,” I spoke with a Scottish brogue.  Then we moved to London, where I adopted the “cockney” accent, horrifying my parents who now pastored in Speke Hall, the great holiness and prayer revival center founded by Queen Victoria’s Counsel, Reader Harris, later to become the frequent  pulpit of Oswald Chambers, famed author of My Utmost for His Highest.  In those days, early 20th century, Speke Hall was known not only for its spiritual intensity but also for its practical services to the needy.  I picked up this quotation from an essay on The International League of Prayer. 

“Through Speke Hall, Harris became involved in setting up facilities for the provision of blankets, coal, clothing, and books for people from the slums in the Battersea area.  Predictably, temperance was an issue. While stating that no rule was binding, the use of intoxicants was deemed to be ‘inconsistent with the objects of the League.’ The ministry which Speke Hall offered probably meant that Harris associated himself with the poor to a degree which would have been unusual for a Queen's Counsel. He trenchantly criticized ‘fashionable churches’ where people were ‘loaded with the trappings of the world.’" 

My parents were called to rejuvenate that vision in the 1950s.  My youthful memories are filled with the echoes of the “musical Tinks”.  I, along with my dad playing the accordion, my mother and sister on cornet, contributed to the combo by playing the trombone facilitated with an extension handle on the slide because I could not reach the seventh position.  We marched from pub to pub, enticing drunk patrons to follow us like the Pied Piper to our musical rally on Saturday nights, where we fed, preached and sang to them, disarming their demons and desperation until, one by one, we saw God transform lives and deliver people from destructive life habits.   Those memories are indelibly etched into my consciousness, forming my passions and purposes ever since.

Later, it was a mission in Boston that tolerated my first sermon.  Then on to the Los Angeles Mission and Union Rescue Mission, and until landing herelocally, I frequent the Kansas City Rescue Mission where I conduct classes and courses for those preparing for urban ministry.  

So I address you, out of a spirit of appreciation and thankfulness for the role of this movement in my life.   I am both a child of mission and a fellow traveler in all that you do.
A Parable

I want to begin with a parable.   Listen carefully.

“The story was tragic.  Sol, the director of the Sons of Israel Rescue Mission, was found shot to death at his own hand.   He had taken on the assignment some years earlier as a result of the unanimous acclaim of the board.  He was handsome and gifted with the mix of leadership skills desirably in a mission ministry.
But he got corrupted, perhaps by the context in which he worked.  He took illegitimate short cuts, got a little “heady”, and eventually drove his mission into the ground.  As it was “going under”, he recognized the handwriting on the wall and ended his life.  The mission tumbled into shock and mourning.

Now Dave had been on staff for a brief time.  He had headed up the music program at the mission, until Sol was threatened, thinking that he was a brash young upstart trying to steal his job away.  You could slice the tension between them with a knife.  But the majority of the younger guys lined up with Dave. 

As things deteriorated, Dave had a couple of opportunities to do Sol in, knowing well his vulnerabilities.  But he refused to do so, believing that God had placed Sol in this position of leadership.   And so he was restrained.

Now the context had changed.  It was time for Dave to step forward and assume the mantle of leadership, or the whole operation would be jeopardized.

People emerged from the woodwork to offer their services.  A major decision was made to relocate.  The new facility was up on a hill, but the price was steep.  However, the supporters came to the fore and, in a great fund-raising campaign, rallied the resources to acquire the property.  Soon after, the mission was enlarged.

Human resources started flowing in from all directions.  Jude showed up, underwriting substantial checks.  Sy committed incalculable hours to the building project.  Lewis expressed an incredibly positive attitude.   Ben tenaciously supported Dave, even when everyone else got uptight.  Frank’s  personal credibility enhanced the ministry.  Manny’s ideas were often “out of the box.”.  Zeb offered wisdom from his extraordinary practical experiences.  
Lots of others “kicked in” incredible contributions.  When it came time to consolidate all the resources, they agreed that, before unveiling their finished project, they needed to become more intimately engaged with each other, under non-threatening circumstances.  So they organized a three-day bash complete with potluck food, games and intense interactions.

Each person knew that he brought to the table unique gifts and varied backgrounds.  Yet unanimously everyone concurred in the mission’s purpose, and to complete the task and celebrate God’s blessings on the result.

I’m particularly inspired by one of the leaders, Izzy.  The record says that “he understood the times and knew what to do.”   

The mission grew to become a singular witness to God and a transformative agent in that troubled community.
By the way, this is all found, with the little Tink twist, in I Chronicles 12.  There we find the narrative of Saul and David and the Sons of Issachar, 200 of them, complete with their families, of whom it was written:  “THEY UNDERSTOOD THE TIMES AND KNEW WHAT TO DO”.

Two Roles
“To Understand the Times,” is a very different task that “to Know What to Do”.   E. Stanley Jones, the great Methodist missionary to India and beyond, in his study of the great prototype “urban” church of Antioch of Syria, notes that this was a church that balanced prophets and teachers (Acts 13:1).    He notes that teachers interpret the present out of the insights from the past, and so, by nature, are “conservative.”  On the other hand, prophets interpret the present out of their perspectives of the future, and so, by nature are “radical.”  Because prophets are difficult to domesticate, our institutions have evolved subtle and efficient means of silencing prophets, to our detriment.  

Yet, according to Jones, a healthy ministry is one that retains prophets and integrates their insights into the ministry.

I believe that “understanding the times” is essentially the task of teachers at work.  They examine the lessons of the past, study recent trends, are decipher what is going on in the world in terms of demographics, social movements, and spiritual challenges.

However, “knowing what to do” is more the task of the prophets who discern the big, expansive picture and challenge us into action.  They scan God’s sovereignty over history, perceiving future possibilities and challenges, compelling us into action and purpose to follow where God is going.

With this in mind, I now speak out of the role of “teacher” in trying to decipher the “times.”

Putting on my Teacher Hat : An Historic Moment

Tomorrow, at 7:46 a.m. the United States will pass an epical moment in our nation’s history, one that has happened anywhere only twice before.   It will officially march over the residential total of 300,000,000 inhabitants in this country.   Only China and India have had parallel moments in human history, but probably not statistically measured as such.  

Every eleven seconds, the U.S. population grows by one person.  Every seven seconds, a child is born.   Every thirteen seconds, a person dies.  Every thirty-one seconds, a migrant enters the country.
Indeed, when Christ came into the world, there were an estimated 300,000,000 people, the same tally as now there is now concentrated in the United States alone.

Yet now, the American population represents only 4.7% of the world’s population of 6,550,000,000 people. 

By the loosest of definitions of Christianity (using David Barrett figures), only 33% of this total claims any Christian affiliation, no more or less than fifty years ago.

A second major demographic fact is that during this year, the world’s population tilts to a majority “urban”, now in communities of over 20,000 people.   Half of these are identified as the urban poor, and half of that total lives in slums, shanty towns, otherwise known as the desperate poor, amounting to almost 850,000,000, a number projected to grow to 1,600,000,000 by the year 2025.   
Not only are the numbers mindboggling, but the issues that accompany these sheer numbers, are equally complex.

What other commentary can we make about the “times,” besides just being impressed by the overwhelming numbers?

A Quick Summary of Population Issues and Significance for Rescue Mission
Some of the issues that we face are these:

1.
Increased density of population, with the marginal peoples 
consigned to the poorest and most vulnerable lands.

Issue:  If missions are to go where the needs are, where should they be placed?   


  Should the rescue mission movement seek to be more strategically 
 
  placed in the poorer countries of the world?

Issue:   If the poor are relegated to the ecologically marginalized placed of the 


  world, i.e. flood and drought areas, earthquake vulnerable, etc., what are


  all the accompanying issues that will plague these poor in terms of 
  
  health, employment, pollution, and disasters?  Are our mission ready to


  also face these challenges?

2.
Growth of non-Western cultures, religions and histories in the 
Western world.

Issue:  What should be the preparation of those ministering to people of different 
  races, religious backgrounds, and cultural orientations?

Issue:   Should our services be made available to the “difficult” people, who 
 
  represent intransient cultures, religious perspectives, and hostilities out 

  of their very different perspectives?  Here we will have to deal with issues


  of security, of cultural idiosyncrasies, of non-conformist behaviors and 


  attitudes.

3.
 The “browning” of the world. 

Issue:  How are we staffed?  Do we have staff that mirrors the people that we 
 
  serve? 
Issue:   What do we do with our own “racist “ or “racialist” attitudes?  How do we 


  deal with racism among the patrons we serve?  

4.
The growth of the disparity between the rich and the poor. 

Issue:  How can we mobilize the “rich” to see their responsibility to the poor?
Issue:   What does ministering “incarnationally” mean when we bounce between


  those of means and those without means?   How do we avoid ministering


  “down” to people?

5.
The mobility of both the rich and the poor, the rich traveling the 
world for personal enhancement and advancement; the poor moving 
around in desperate search for survival.

Issue:  How do we do discipleship in compacted time?

Issue:   How do we “triage” ministries?   And yet at the same time, is efficiency 
  
  and order an adequate goal?

6.
Children raising each other.

Issue:  How do we perform multigenerational services, seeing the long view that 
  
  includes parents, and children of the patrons?

Issue:   How do we inculcate values and purpose into a generation of homeless


  children who have no “values formation” or antisocial values.

Issue:   How do we break the bond of the “culture of poverty” which is passed 
  
  from generation to generation.

7.
 The growing and insidious influence of Western materialism 

Issue:  How do we keep our ministries community-based and community-
 
 
 owned rather than follow the Western tendency of “franchising”?

Issue:
 How do we avoid Western management models that either violate our


 theological purposes or cultural sensitivities?

8.
The imperious role of the modern technology, including the 
computer, internet, communication devices and musical 
paraphernalia. 

Issue:  How do we use technology to serve us rather than to dominate us?
Issue:   How do we maintain “high touch and feel” in our mission rather than


  cookie cutter administrative approaches. 

9.
The economic swing towards the Pacific Rim nations

Issue:  What happens to nations and regions left behind? 
Issue:   Is there a role for the CMWA to strategize the development of missions


  in areas neglected by economic development, yet at the same time 
 
  securing resource footholds in economically privileged areas?

These are just a smattering of worldwide issues that we will have to face in the future, if not presently.

Other issues more prevalent in the United States and Canada, but perhaps predictive in how they may eventually play out in other regions of the world, include these:

  1.
Increased polarization between people groups

  2.
Hidden ghetto-ized populations of frozen populations unable to move
  3.
Cacooned or gated communities for protection and isolation
  4.
Urban problems now expressed in urban regions including rural areas and 
small towns

  5.
Rise of private militias to replace traditional government authorities

  6.
Re-segregation, based less on race than on economic realities
  7.
Diminished traditional resources for ministry

  8.
Reduced voice of the underclasses and those that represent them
  9.
The growth of the influence of non-traditional minorities, and indigeneous 
peoples
10.
The political and economic displacement of black males

11,
Decisions about the poor by the distant, disconnected powerful

12.
Deathly character of American suburbs  (No journey, no strangers)
13.
The intensification of poverty, and the expansion of the “culture of poverty”

14.
The racialization of the evangelical church

You can add further observations to this list.   
The Encyclopedia of Human Problems 
If this list doesn’t discourage you, I could introduce you to the Encyclopedia of Human Problems and Human Potential.   Yes there really is such an Encyclopedia!

In this weighty volume,  we have a compendium of problems as defined by 20,000 non-profit agencies who have catalogued 30,000 listings of human problems.

On a whim, I decided to study them. I started with the “A”s---815 of them!
It was a list that I could readily recognize.  You will, too.

Under the “A”s, I have selected out the following:

Abandonment (many different varieties)
Absence (including “absence of God”)

Abuse (of drugs, of confidentiality, of power, of women)

Acceptance of violence

Addiction

AIDS

Air pollution

Alcohol abuse

Alienation

Anomie

Antisocial behavior

Anxiety

Arrogance

Assault

Atheism

Atrocities

Attraction of the forbidden

Avarice

Avoidance (of reality, of work)

And this is only the “A’s”!

Our Understanding of Sin and Evil

For those of you engaged in social service, these terms are litanies of your experience.  However, what is not adequately addressed as the essential human problem is the human condition of “Sin” or an adequate understanding of “Evil”.  Indeed, Scott Peck, the popular author-psychologist of the book, The Road Less Traveled, testifies that he became a Christian precisely because he did not find in the taxonomies of psychology an adequate explanation for the irrationality and perversity of human nature.  It was only after he researched his second book, The People of the Lie, that he reverted to Christianity because its understanding of “Sin” and “Evil” seemed to be the only coherent rationale for behaviors and attitudes beyond just “pathologies, neuroses and psychoses.”

Our Christian understanding of Sin and Redemption is the key that unlocks the possibilities to therapy, healing and forgiveness.   Indeed, Sin and Evil are a revelatory gift from God, in that He names the disease for us, then offers the palliative.  I once titled, with tongue in cheek, an article, “Thank God for Satan.”  Really, I meant, “thank God for the revelation of Satan, which allow us to see all corruption and evil not ultimately buried in human nature, but as a penultimate force.  We are at once, both victims and victimizers.
We see it diagnosed in urban missionary, Paul in Galatians 5:  “The acts of the sinful nature are obvious: sexual immorality, impurity and debauchery; idolatry and witchcraft; hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions and envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the life.  I warn you, as I did before, that those who live like this will not inherit the kingdom of God.  But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.  Against such things there is no law.  Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the sinful nature with its passions and desires.  Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with the Spirit.  Let us not become conceited, provoking and envying each other.” (19-26)
I take it one step further.   We need to see evil in its three dimensions:

“Personal Evil, Systemic Evil and Cosmological Evil,” often expressed as the “world” (systemic), “flesh” (personal) and “devil (cosmological).  Unfortunately, as evangelical or fundamentalist Christians, we focus passionately on the personal dimension of evil, without understanding the intricacies of evil at the other levels.  When we do so, we engage evil with one hand behind our backs.   How curious it is  that liberal or “main-stream” denominational Christians fixate on the systemic expressions of evil, while our Pentecostal friends focus on the demonic!  Yet we are compelled to have strategies and responses in each domain of evil.

Again the Bible so well informs us:  “As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins in which you used to live (personal evil) when you followed the ways of this world (systemic evil) and of the ruler of the kingdom of the air (cosmological evil), the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient (Eph. 2:1-2).   
A disoriented, damaged patron may be the product of not only bad personal choices, but of corrupted social institutions, and Satanic attacks, each dimension requiring very different strategies of response.   Likewise, our Christian institutions, and personal identities, too, are not immune from the subversion of Evil at all three levels. 

Dark Age Ahead?

Still acting in my role as “teacher”, I want to allude to a book written by the highly credentialized urban analyst, Jane Jacobs, who, out of her secular observation, spins a deeply troubling and pessimistic view of our cultures.  She titles her book, The Dark Age Ahead in which she sees five essential institutions which once were the glue to healthy cultures, that she believes are eroding their credibility.
The five institutions are these:

1.
Communities and families

2.
Educational Institutions

3.
The scientific endeavor

4.
Tax structures

5.
Professional organizations

I.
Jacobs suggests that families and communities are dissipating at an alarming rate, rigged for failure.  In the United States, less than 18% of households are traditional family units.  She believes that this phenomenon will have devastating effects for our society, not because marriage is such a great thing, but because the transmission of culture is incubated in stable family relationships.  Instead, she offers the shocking observation that the one viable “family unit” in America that is growing extraordinarily is what she calls “coercive families”, defined as prisons and warehouses for the homeless.

This is a frightening scenario.  You, in your missions, are now the definition of what the future family is going to look like, the sad best news for the development of community and families that she sees.  Of course, they are not productive in resource development, as they suck in resources, and so, are a drain on the broader economy that will be unable to sustain increasing percentages.     

If your ministries are merely “warehouses” of homeless people, then you are defaulting in your mission.  Even worshipping communities for the homeless are often “pseudo-community” (a Scott Peck term), rather than genuine community.
We must move away from seeing people by labels such as “homeless,” “trash”, “disposals” or without names.  We must not see them as merely extensions of their liabilities, deficiencies, and failures.  Instead, the Kingdom of God reveals new names to people, names to be found on the white stones of Revelation (2:17).  Part of our responsibility is to uncover and affirm the new names that God has endowed on people.  In time we may begin to identify those with names of Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, “Christian”, “Faithful”, “Witness”, “Evangelist” etc.  It is the character of the Gospel to change names, from Abram to Abraham, Sarai to Sarah, Jacob to Israel, Simon to Peter, Saul to Paul.  And Gideon, the “wimp” is addressed as “Mighty Warrior” (Judges 6).
John McKnight suggests in a classic article, “Why Servanthood is Bad?” a seething critique of much of our social services, that to perform services is not only inadequate, but may be dangerous.   He advocated that we must invite our “friends” into Christian community to encourage them to participate with their strengths, gifts and calling, seen not as deficiencies but as assets.   His key verse is from John 15:  “I no longer call you to be servants, but to be friends.”  Servanthood implies vertical and often manipulative relationships, whereas, “friends” suggests the horizontal and communitarian response.  
In our missions we must examine whether we are “community builders” or “community busters”.  What we are doing to create community, genuine community, not postured community? Where do you invite the gifts of your clients to be enjoyed by all?  Where do you exhibit genuine community within your institutions?  What are you doing to integrate people into community beyond your institutions, into creative family structures, into neighborhoods?  
These community-centered initiatives are going to be more critical in the future, to counterbalance the cultural turn away from community.

I would like to advocate for a Protestant version of “monastic communities” or Protestant orders of chastity and poverty that become in themselves invitations to other needy and desperate peoples.  Transitional self-sustaining communities after rescue missions are a delicate enterprise, but need to be experimented as options to putting people out on the streets again.   
2.
Jacobs critiques modern popular education as less “educating”, than “credentialing.”  The bottom line is often, what will it take to get me a job, rather than, how shall I conduct myself through life.  
You, in your missions, have a role in helping people understand the need to seek wisdom in addition to knowledge, understanding the themes and principles of the Bible, in addition to memorization of Scripture, living life competently rather than just testifying to religious experience.  They need to understand both the longing for, and the character of community, how to negotiate conflict, where and how to seek forgiveness and reconciliation, how to pray.  They need to desire and enter into the culture of the Kingdom, and how to comport themselves in that Kingdom.   
In other words, we need a “Kingdom culture” theology, not just a “personal salvation” theology.       

3.
Jacobs believes that science has prostituted itself to financial profit, where the dollars are maximized, not for the purpose of bettering the quality of life for those who are most needy, but for those who have the most money and influence.  The scientific enterprise is less about pushing aside the walls of ignorance or pain, than catering to economic advantage.  

However, there is one area where I think that scientific methodology can help us.  If we honestly believe that the God transforms lives, we should invite the secular community to do studies on the incidences of recidivism, comparing “controls” to the results within our Christian case studies.   For instance, in a discipleship Faith-based Initiative program that I direct at Leavenworth Federal Penitentiary, funded by the federal government, the authorities have been impressed that one of our cohorts which had 78 negative reports over 18 months prior to being involved in the Life Connections program, only had 3 such reports during the 18 months during the program.  And all three of these were for the innocuous violation of “misuse of telephone.”  
I believe firmly in the principle of “Let your light so shine, that they may see your good works and glorify your Father who is in heaven.”   Statistical analysis and accountability may be a method of spraying light.  Let’s not be inhibited in such scrutiny.

4.
As to tax structures, Jacobs suggests that the income tax scales are skewed in counterproductive ways.   I would suggest that we have, also a mission to offer our service of “generosity” with the wealthy confronting them lovingly with their obligations to assist the poor.  We have moral, historical, and practical principle on our side.   There is a valid Biblical ministry of “redistribution of resources.”
Apparently financial magnates such as like Bill Gates, George Soros, Warren Buffett and others are seeing the light of community responsibility and volunteering large sums of money to credible program.   However, Gospel missions represent some of the most credible of programs.  Indeed your access to the potentially generous may be an act of grace, exposing latent faith by contributing to your ministries and connecting to the heart of God.
5.
Lastly, Jacobs warns us that the professional organizations such as the ABA and AMA, the great legal and medical associations in the United States, once policed their own members, but now are reduced to becoming lobbying organizations, defending their own calculated interests, and protecting their excesses.  

I participate in the AGRM because it is both a self-policing organization for the 300 affiliate organizations, producing a credentialing program that upgrades individual missions, and offering training for those improving the quality of services involved.  I can assure you of the integrity of the organization.  
But I plead that at, the local level, there be the highest levels of accountability and integrity.   If we don’t provide such, we will be clobbered by an increasingly cynical world.  If we do, we will shine like a city on a hill where others find refuge.
Putting on My Prophetic Hat: The Core of Who We Are
When all is said and done, there is only one word that separates us from all other similar organizations.  That word is “Grace.”

Here in outline form are seven propositions about grace that ought to be central to our mission and message.   
Core of the Message:  Amazing Grace

1.
Grace is the central message of God’s news to the world.  
2.
Christians are the sole dispensers of grace.

3.
The world can do anything as good or better except dispense grace

4.
Grace is irrational, unfair, unjust.  It only makes sense in the Kingdom of 
God.

5.
Grace comes to us on its way to someone else.

6.
God’s grace is shocking and scandalous because it pushes us close to 
sinners.

7.
Only grace can break the cycle of pain, blame, and the chains of sin.

In other words, it is amazing!  And the world cannot comprehend it!

Every activity needs to breathe grace.  Every generosity seeks to be expressions of grace.  Every staff emits the fragrance of grace.   Short of this, our missions become like every other secular institution.  

Conclusion

I want to conclude with two brief illustrations of where I think the unrestrained Gospel necessarily will take us in Rescue Mission ministry.
1.
This first is “the way of suffering”.   I had the opportunity to attend Lausanne, ’89, in Manila.  One night was dedicated to the “persecuted Church”.  I will never forget the stories that we heard, from the nation of Comoros  a series of islands in the Indian Ocean where our witness shared how as the only Christian in his Muslim nation, the government sent the troops to mow down him and his family.  As he stood down the troops, their guns refused to fire and he was never threatened again.

The owner of the Christian bookstore in Beirut testified about the bomb that exploded in front on his store, destroying everything and killing several people.  He survived and reconstructed the bookstore in the same location as a statement of faith to the Christian community.
Or the Chinese pastor who spent 18 years in solitary confinement with the task of digging the cesspool so stench-ridden that his guards couldn’t stand near.   But he broke into unrestrained song:  “I come to the garden alone, while the dew is still on the roses… and He walks with me and He talks with me and he tells me I am his own, and the joy we share as we tarry there, none other has every known.”   He stated that the presence of God was so close that he smelled only the fragrance of flowers in the midst of the onerous odor.
And that night 60 Russian pastors marched in procession onto the balcony while we sang and wept through the Russian militant hymn of welcome.  This was their first release into freedom, many of them having spent time in jail.  

There are no short cuts to the gift of suffering that opens doors to those who are desperate.  I say this because, as I have studied Revelation 21, I have learned that the Holy City of Jerusalem has twelve gates.  I imagine that a lot of my Christian-cultured friends will march into the Heavenly City through the front gates.   Then I comfort myself in the thought that some of my right-wing buddies will swing around through the gates on the right side, while my more liberal friends make their way around to the left.   But then many of our mission recruits, and non-conventional Christians might just be candidates sneaking through the back door.   
No, I don’t know if that’s really what happens, but I’d like to think so.
Each of the twelve gates is made up of one pearl.   That is one huge oversized oyster that must have pained to bear that pearl!  I am aware that an alternate name for the pearl is “irritant” that grain of sand that irritates mercilessly the oyster that magically encased the grain with pure crystal formations.   
I dare not imagine the heightened irritation that a gate-sized pearl must have done to that miserable oyster.   But the joy is to realize that the pearl, the “irritant,” is carved into the gate that opens the holy city to those who otherwise could not enter.

Perhaps, the outcome of your suffering in ministry, in this, the most international language, becomes a means of grace that swings open up the doors of access inviting the least, the last, the lost, and the left-behind into life eternal to join the community of saints.

2.
The second theme is hope.   Last year I had the opportunity of visiting a Christian homeless mission along the southern border of Berlin, named ICHTHYS which, of course, is the ancient anagram which means “Jesus Christ, Son of God, Savior,” short-handed to the symbol of the “fish”.   Indeed, their gardens and pools out front have goldfish swimming around.  

I was told that that building once served as the barracks of the East German guards overlooking that diabolic wall that divided East and West Germany.  When the guards silently disappeared on that fateful day when the wall came down, a plaque on the wall was later discovered, written in German:  “Where can I go from your Spirit?  Where can I flee from your presence?  If I go up to the heavens, you are there; If I make my bed in the depths, you are there” (Ps 139:7-8).  There, in atheistic East Germany, among hands stained with the blood of violence, someone dared to post a statement of faith confessing that no place on earth is void of the presence of God.     

When I read it, I was profoundly moved.   I remembered that two blocks away had been a little church about to close its doors as it languished on dead-end block sealed at one end by the Wall.   It was marginalized.  Nobody knew, nor was concerned that the church was there.   Maybe they’d better close down ministry and move elsewhere.

But then the Wall suddenly came down, and that road became the crowded thoroughfare of thousands of people escaping their imprisonment, hungry and thirsty for food, water and hope.  Just a matter of yards into their new unified land, was a little church, now at the crossroads of the world, offering food, water and the Gospel, day and night.  God had revealed that He was sovereign.  And their resiliency in little things became the occasion for grand consequences.

I went on to read the next verse, not on the plaque.  It added some important detail:

“If I rise on the wings of the dawn, if I settle on the far side of the sea, even there your right hand will guide me, your right hand will hold me fast.”

Friends, servants of God and of people, God finds His way into the most obscure of places.  And when you feel lonely, rejected, hurt and disoriented, in a changing complex world, His hand will guide you. His right hand will hold you fast.

Hang on!  Seek to understand the times, and He’ll show you what to do!
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