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[Mark]
Welcome! It is a joy to be together this weekend as we continue our series titled Brave. Your brave is someone else’s breakthrough. I believe that. This weekend, we have a special guest. For the past 20 years he has served as the president of the one of the largest non-governmental organizations in the world. Rich Stearns is not just the President of World Vision, also an author. In fact, he has written several books but I have to say, The Hole in the Gospel, 2009, impacted the way I think and the way I live. I am so grateful for him. He is a champion of compassion. You are going to be challenged this weekend. So can I ask you to open your ears and open your heart and receive what God has for you this weekend? Let’s give a huge NCC welcome to Rich Stearns.

[Rich]

Thank you Mark. It is really great for me to be here this weekend. I have been looking forward to speaking at this church for months. I think it was almost a year ago that I got invited. They plan way ahead when they do these sermon series and I’ve been looking forward to it because this church has a national reputation for being a church that really embraces an authentic faith and a church that embraces issues of social justice both here and around the world. So it is a real privilege to be here. I especially like the theme of your series this month and the question that Pastor Mark has asked all of you, what is your brave. What is your brave? What is it that God might be calling you to do that could require you to step outside of your comfort zone? I have come to believe that the Jesus we follow sometimes wants us to make choices that are risky, costly and sometimes even feel a little bit reckless. 

Last weekend you heard the story of John Perkins, a hero of mine and certainly a courageous brother in Christ and I am privileged to call him a friend as well.

So I would like to share a little bit of my own faith journey with you today so you know where I’m coming from. There was a moment that I had to answer that same question Pastor Mark asked you. What was my brave? At the time, almost 20 years ago, I was the CEO of Lenox, the fine china and crystal company. Thank you ladies for your support! And I apologize to the husbands in the room who might have had to fork over some money for that stuff! But my wife and I at that time were living the American dream. We had a 10 bedroom fieldstone farmhouse on five acres in the Philadelphia suburbs. My company car was Jaguar sports car. My business travel took me to Paris, Milan, London and Tokyo. We had five little kids. They loved their school, a great Christian school. We had a church family that we loved and dozens and dozens of friends. Then one day the phone rang and it changed all of that. You see, it was an executive recruiter looking to find the next president of World Vision. And I don’t have time today to tell the whole story, which is in my book, The Hole in our Gospel, but when I heard this recruiters pitch, I began to realize that this could be a dangerous phone call. Dangerous because it was God on the other end of that line speaking to me and calling me out of my own comfort zone. I listened to this pitch somewhat impatiently and as soon as I could interrupt this recruiter, I quickly told him that I wasn’t interested, I wasn’t qualified and I wasn’t willing to pursue the job at World Vision. You see, my life had been going just fine. I was on cruise control. But this recruiter would not take no for an answer. He was very persistent and that’s what it happened. He asked me a question that stopped me in my tracks. He said, ‘Rich, are you willing to be open to God’s will for your life?’ Now, on the surface, this seems like an easy question to answer. The answer is sure, of course I’m willing to be open to God’s will in my life, I’m a Christian, that’s what we do, bring it! But! Not so fast! You see, behind a question like that are a lot of other questions that I couldn’t answer quite so glibly. Questions like these. Rich, are you willing to quit that corporate CEO job that you worked 25 years to get? Are you will to walk away from your career, maybe commit career suicide and how about that 75 percent pay cut they are offering you? And then there was the dream house that Renee and I had bought that we loved so much, that farm house on five acres, are you willing to put that one the market? And are you and your wife and your five children willing to just pull up stakes and leave all of your friends and all of your comfort and security behind? Are you willing to be open to God’s will to your life? What a terrible question! It is actually a rude question to ask somebody that you don’t know very well. But that things I just listed were pretty superficial material things, houses, cars, things like that. But there were deeper questions that I had to wrestle with at that moment. Rich, are you willing to enter the pain and the suffering of the poor? Are you willing to travel to the garbage dumps where children scavenge for food? Are you willing to enter the stench of refugee camps? Maybe hold dying babies in your arms? See the eyes of famine staring back at you from the eyes of children? Are you willing to follow Me there Rich? Those are uncomfortable questions aren’t they? Are you comfortable today? 
You see, God was asking me to give up my American dream and to surrender my life to Him completely. It was my moment of truth. It was my moment of brave. If you’ve read my book, you know I was not that brave. I really wasn’t. I agonized over the decision for weeks. I tried to find every excuse for saying no. And when they finally offered me the job, I actually did say no. I turned it down and I did it in a cowardly way. I called on a Sunday night to the recruiter and I left it on his voice mail because I didn’t want to talk to him in person. God was asking too much. So I turned away and said I can’t. But over the next few days, I couldn’t live with myself knowing there was a real possibility that my petty fears might somehow cause children around the world to suffer in some way. What if just one child, just one child died someplace in the world because I was afraid to follow God’s call to World Vision? You see, actions have consequences, and so does inaction, so does inaction. So a few days later, I timidly called World Vision back and I said that if they would still have me, the runaway bride, I would accept their offer. So I resigned my job at Lenox. We sold our beautiful home a couple months later and we moved our five unhappy kids to Seattle and 60 days later, I found myself in a mud hut in the middle of AIDS pandemic in Uganda with three boys who had been orphaned by AIDS. 

The founder of World Vision was a guy named Bob Pierce and he had this famous little prayer that he is known for and it goes like this. Let my heart be broken by the things that break the heart of God.  I will tell you that over the past 20 years as I have walked in his footsteps, I have come to understand the profound meaning of his prayer because my heart has been broken more times than I can count. And over those years, I have learned a lot about authentic faith, brave faith, that not only changes lives but faith that can also change the world. You see, I believe that Jesus didn’t just come to die for our sins so we could go to heaven, although He did do that. Jesus died and rose again and then He sent his followers out because He wanted us to change the world. We were commissioned to embrace a world-changing faith, not a timid faith. 
So what does a world-changing faith actually look like? Well, I think that passage in Matthew 25 that we just read is a pretty good description of what a bold and world-changing faith looks like. That remarkable message from Matthew comes at the very end of Jesus life, just two days before his crucifixion. Those were the last words He imparted to his disciples as He prepared them to live out their faith courageously after his departure. Did you know that 11 of the 12 disciples died as martyrs? Talk about brave faith! And the 12th, John, died in exile on the Isle of Patmos, a prisoner. You see, Jesus was telling his disciples and telling us what authentic faith was supposed to look like. It looks like feeding the hungry, caring for the sick and welcoming the stranger. He said whatever you do for the least of these brothers and sisters of mine, you do it for me. 
But at the end of this great discourse from Matthew 25, in verses 41-46, Jesus goes on to say what will happen to those who did not show compassion for the least of these during their lives and the conclusion frankly is rather terrifying. 

41 “Then he will say to those on his left, ‘Depart from me, you who are cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels. 

Now I don’t know about you but when I read that passage, I need to take a deep breath. There are just two things today I want you to see from this long passage in Matthew 25 and the first is this, Jesus is deadly serious in his expectation that we live out our faith authentically with a special concern for the poor, for the least of these. The very criteria He used for separating the sheep from the goats was how they treated the least of these. He was very specific about the kind of faith He expects from his followers and it certainly doesn’t sound like He considered it optional. 

The second thing I want you to see in this passage is the amazing depth of Jesus’ love for the human race. His love for and his identification with the least of these was so profound that He said that when we love them, when we reach out to them and meet their needs, when we enter their pain, in some mysterious way, it is Jesus himself that we are loving and caring for. It is Jesus. There is a shocking implication of this if you think it through and it is this. That the Jesus that we worship every weekend is hungry today in Africa. He is being trafficked in Asia. He is fleeing from violence in Central America. Jesus our Lord and Savior is suffering right now among the Syrian refugees. He sleeps in a 10 x 10 tent, poor, desperate, rejected, crying out for help and for hope and He is calling his church to respond. He is calling his church into the world to get dirty, to take risks and to be brave. 

I want to take a few moments today to look at the world that we’ve been sent into. He sent us into the world.
If you read the headlines every day and I’m sure you do in the Washington DC area, you are probably pretty discouraged by the headlines. They are not very uplifting but I want you to know there is some amazingly good news about the state of poverty in our world. And it is good news that you don’t hear very often. We are actually winning the way against extreme poverty around the globe. Did you know that more people have been lifted out of extreme poverty in the last 25 years than in all of human history combined? The number of people living on less than $1.25 a day has been reduced by more than one billion since 1990. Only 9 percent of the world’s population today lives beneath the extreme poverty level of $1.25 a day. And every poverty indicator is going in the right direction. Two billion people have gained access to clean water since 1990. Under five child mortality has fallen from 35,000 preventable child deaths every single day in 1990 to under 17,000 today, cut by more than half. It is remarkable progress. The sustainable development goals ratified last fall by the nations of the world set a goal to eliminate the most extreme poverty from the globe by the year 2030. Just imagine that. It has never happened in human history. It would be an achievement comparable to putting a man on the moon except that this moon shot would change billions of lives. 

It is not an exaggeration to claim in the year 2017 that extreme poverty is on the run. It is on the retreat and the question is where is it retreating to. Here’s the bad news about poverty. Extreme poverty is increasingly retreating into these countries we call fragile states. In laymen’s terms, these are broken countries that have either corrupt or incompetent government. They are characterized by ethnic and religious conflicts, human rights abuses and many forms of injustice. They are the hardest places in the world to be a child and the hardest places in the world to be a woman. And increasing this is where the least of these in our world live. These are the places and they have names like Somalia and Syria, the Congo, South Sudan, Afghanistan, Bangladesh. Listen to just a few of these statistics. The 50 most fragile countries in the world are home to slightly less than 20 percent of the world’s population. So keep that number in your head. They represent for 20 percent of the world’s population but they account for 50 percent of extreme poverty, 60 percent of the world’s hunger, 65 percent of the people who still don’t have access to clean water and 70 percent of all under five child deaths occur in these 50 countries. They are the places where extreme poverty is making its last stand. And listen to this, two-thirds of the people living in these 50 broken countries are non-Christian. In fact, about 60 percent are Muslim. 
This is of great importance to the church, this whole fragile state concept because the Great Commandment to love our neighbors as ourselves and to care for the least and the lost is pointing the church to these fragile countries almost like a flaming arrow in the sky. God is saying go to these places. This is where the poorest of the poor live. And the Great Commission to take the gospel to all the nations, to people that have not heard it, to places where the gospel has not been embraced is almost like a second flaming arrow pointing to the very same countries. And I believe that God is calling us to go where the least of these live because it is the best strategy for carrying out the Great Commission that He gave his disciples.

Today World Vision is in 17 of the top 20 fragile states. We are in 35 of the top 50. And these are the hardest countries in which to serve. Really difficult places to work but that is where the most vulnerable children in the world are living. 

In the time I have left today, I want to speak with you about some of the bravest people I have ever met and they are the refugees. You see, refugees and displaced people are the collateral damage of fragile states and they are fleeing in record numbers. More than 65 million people have been uprooted from their homes globally, the most since World War II. About 12 million of them are in and around the country of Syria. I’ve been to the Middle East several times over the last four or five years since the refugee crisis started and I just returned last month from another trip to Lebanon. Let me say that the refugees I have met understand the meaning of brave. They understand brave. This is Haia, a 10 year old girl that I met in Jordan. She and her sisters and her mother fled Syria and are now refugees in a massive tent camp that holds 80,000 people in northern Jordan. My friend Bill Hybels visited this same camp last year and he described it this way. It was a barbed wire cage containing 80,000 human beings. Haia had been told that some big shot from the United States was visiting and she had taken the time to prepare to meet me by writing me a letter. And she asked if she could stand up and read it aloud to me, this little 10 year old girl. It was a little girl’s cry for help and I think she would be pleased if I read an excerpt to you today. 

Peace to you, she said. I am talking to you on behalf of the Syrian children. I’m calling on you, the people of the other world. Have you ever thought of the children of Syria, my country Syria? Syria is in pain. Syria is bleeding. Syria is crying for her children. Her children were her candles and they have faded out. Please. My name is Haia. My father was killed. I loved my father so much. Now I will never see him again. 

Let my heart be broken. What kind of bravery does a 10 year old girl have to have to see her father killed, to flee with her mother and sisters to another country, to live in a tent in a refugee camp and still have the presence of mind to write such a letter? You see, I believe Haia’s letter was written to all of us here today because we are those people of the other world that she imagined when she wrote that letter. She imagined that there were people in another world that might be able to help. Haia’s question should deeply trouble us as Christians. Have we ever thought of the children of Syria? There are days that go by that I don’t think of the children of Syria. And then I remember Haia. Children like Haia are trying to be brave but they witness bloodshed, violence, the tearing apart of their world. And we know from research that without intervention, children of war are likely to grow up to be troubled, addicted, underemployed and maybe even violent adults. They often experience a profound sense of hopelessness with little to live for. And here’s the thing, when you are a child and you have nothing to live for, you are much more attracted to the idea of something to die for. 
So imagine for a moment the catastrophe in the making when seven million children, that is how many child refugees there are in the Middle East, when seven million children, an entire generation, are being formed in the crucible of constant violence and toxic stress. This could be the future price to be paid from this devastating war in the Middle East. And in a real sense, what these children become will depend on how the world responds to them in their time of trauma. Will they be abused and neglected and rejected? Or will they experience maybe compassion, care and healing? And who will stand in the gap for kids like Haia? I believe that the Church of Jesus Christ is called to stand in the gap for children like her. Why not? Why not us?

I want you to know and I want to encourage you that World Vision is on the ground in all five of the most effected countries, Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq and Turkey. Our programs last year in those five countries reached 2.3 million refugees, so we are doing this work on a very large scale. We are easing suffering by providing clean water and sanitation, food programs and cash assistance, household supplies, winterization kits, health kits. Many of the families I’ve met have been grateful for the support and just for the notion that people in the United States are actually thinking about them and caring about them in their time of need. A little encouragement is so important for these folks. They desperately need a little bit of hope for the future. Our programs for children give me a lot of hope when I see them through early childhood education centers, child-friendly spaces, we call them. We do remedial education for young children. Nearly 100,000 children are getting the chance to learn and play and recover their lost childhood in these safe spaces that World Vision has created. Last month, I visited one of these early childhood centers in Lebanon and kids about the same age as some of my grandchildren recited the alphabet and the days of the week in English and in Arabic, getting them ready to go to a formal school a year or two down the road. And I was so impressed by the care and attention of the loving approach that the teachers showed to these kids. These kids don’t have much to go home to. Some of them might have a father or maybe they lost their father like Kaia. They’ve got a mother who is overwhelmed and they live in these tents in these dehumanizing camps. But at our center, the children felt cared for and loved and they felt special. 
World Vision isn’t doing this work alone. Our most valued partners are churches and Christian organizations in the Middle East. It is important to understand that indigenous churches in the Middle East have been overwhelmed by the influx of refugees. The indigenous churches are incredibly courageous there. Last month I had the chance to visit with some of the pastors that we partner with in Lebanon and I learned another lesson about what courageous faith looks like. I want to tell you about a couple of these pastors but first I want you to understand the context in Lebanon. The Syrian army actually invaded Lebanon in 1976 during the Lebanese Civil War and they occupied the country on and off for 30 years, not withdrawing until 2005. They exerted military control, a military state over the Lebanese people. Can you imagine how you would feel about the Syrian people if they had occupied your country for 30 years? The just six years later, 2005-2011, the Syrian Civil War broke out and hundreds of thousands of Syrians, now maybe two million, fled back into Lebanon asking for help, desperate for help. The tables had turned. Here are a couple of actual quotes from these pastors I met with. This church is helping all these Syrian refugees and one pastor said, ‘Syria is our enemy, my father died in that war, our house was hit by bombs, our women were raped, these are our enemies, not just someone we don’t like.’ But his church has opened its door to these refugees. The second pastor said this, ‘When the church started assisting refugees, even Syrians were surprised. Why are you helping them, people asked. Our response is because of the love of Christ we carry in our hearts, we assist them. We don’t care what happen in the past. We tell the refugees we care about the well-being of them and their children.’ And then he added this, ‘Love never fails you. If you love honestly, an enemy will turn into a friend.’ 
Can you imagine? These churches are welcoming refugees with open arms. They are feeding them and they are educating their children and they are counseling the adults. The pastors I met with asked that their photos and names not be used because what they are doing comes with serious risks. This too is what brave looks like.

So what is the outcome of courageous faith of pastors like these? Well, I attended one of these churches for worship on Sunday in Lebanon and I was amazed to see that about one-third of the congregation were Muslim refugees streaming into the church with their children. They were attracted because they had been touched by the demonstrated love of Christ from the Christians in these churches.
I was hungry and you gave me to eat, thirsty and you gave me to drink, a stranger and you welcomed me.

I want to end with one last story about courageous faith. You may know that in the summer of 2014, Mosul, a city in northern Iraq, fell to ISIS. There were about three million displaced people and refugees from the way in Iraq. When ISIS captured the city of Mosul, they painted the Arabic letter N for Nazarene on the home of every Christian. Every Christian family was identified as a follower of Jesus the Nazarene. And then they gave those families a choice, convert and become slaves or die. The letter N branded them and marked them for death. 

But tens of thousands of these Iraqi Christians chose a third option. They fled their homes with nothing but the clothes on their back and many of them made their way to Kurdistan, about 60 miles away and once again, the churches became the refuge for refugees in Kurdistan. They welcome all of these refugees as they fled in literally overnight. And one encampment that I went to of more than 1,000 Christian refugees, about 20 of the women had created a small crafts room where they could make mosaics. It was a way to distract them from their grinding daily existence as refugees. They could do something creative and they would work with art and get their mind off their situation and have some fellowship. The women there that day were clean and well dressed. You can see from the photo, obviously well-educated middle class women. They could have easily been the women in one of my wife’s Bible studies in Seattle. They made a variety of mosaic works of art but the one they said was the most popular was this one, the Arabic letter N. They said to me that the letter that ISIS used to persecute them became their proudest symbol. One woman said, ‘This is now our identity, it represents our cross.’ They gave me one of those mosaics to take home and it sits proudly in my office today as a reminder to me of what brave looks like. 

So what does it mean to be a brave Christian in America? We are not persecuted. We are not in mortal danger. We have not been driven from our homes. But we do make choices every day. You see, brave is about living authentically. It is about speaking boldly, caring deeply, acting and giving sacrificially. Brave is about leaving our comfort zone, socially, economically, ethnically and emotionally. Brave is living our lives in ways that cause people to stop and notice, living our lives in ways that stand apart from our culture and our politics and living lives that point people to Jesus. In Matthew 5:16, Jesus said this

Let your light so shine before men that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven. 

You can take a small step today to let your light shine by showing your support for the refugee work that World Vision does around the world. We’ve got a program called Refugee Responder that asks you to consider making a monthly commitment to support the work we do with refugees. You just have to go to the World Vision table after the service or go online to the NCC website and there is a way to sign up for this program if you are moved to do so. 

I want to close by showing you three photos. Three children. I want you to look carefully at this little boy and I want to ask you what you see when you look at this child. Will this little guy become a casualty of war or is he a future teacher? And how about this tiny girl? Will she fall into the hands of human traffickers in the Middle East or is she potentially a future doctor? And how about this last photo? I love the expression on his face, almost like he is trying to decide what he is going to be and what he is going to do. Is it possible that little boy will become the future leader that will someday bring peace to the Middle East or is he just collateral damage with nothing to live for just waiting for someone to offer him a gun in a few years and a cause to die for. 
In a real way, the answer to these questions depends on people like us. What is our brave? As my closing prayer today, I’d like you to bow your heads as I read a very seldom quoted passage that is buried in the book of Job. Most of us don’t read the book of Job unless we want to feel depressed but I think this passage is one of the most inspiring descriptions of what courageous faith looks like that I have ever read. It is Job characterizing his own life as he looks back. So let us pray as I read this. 

Whoever heard me spoke well of me and those who saw me commended me because I rescued the poor who cried for help and the fatherless who had none to assist them. The one who was dying blessed me. I made the widow’s heart sing. I put on righteousness as my clothing, justice was my robe and my turban. I was eyes to the blind and feet to the lame. I was a father to the needy. I took up the case of a stranger. I broke the fangs of the wicked and snatched the victims from their teeth. 

Lord may each of us here today live lives like this, courageous lives, lives that matter, lives of service to You. Amen. 

