05Nov21-32- Serving the least

Serving the Least of These - a Steward's Challenge

The memories of the last 3 kilometres of track as one enters the city of Dhaka, Bangladesh are still so vivid.  They’re the ones that stand out.  I found myself wanting to look the other way, bury myself in the pages of the book I was reading in order to avoid the misery just outside my window – an avoidance of pain.  The human thing to do to avoid pain is to look the other way – like changing the channel when poverty and hopelessness is naked before you.

The memory is vivid - it is poverty in slow motion, and its sight, sound and smell is hard to ignore as 100s of families live in makeshift shelters within 6 feet of the track.  I tell myself, don’t look too closely – don’t engage your eye - the sight will discourage you and may even break your heart.  It’s enough to melt even the most experienced aid worker.  The sight makes me feel guilty for my comfortable seat, but it also drives me to be even more convicted about how I can help the poor.  Yet, these are not ones that are being helped by our work or anyone else - the poor outside my window are being passed by.  

Jesus experienced poverty too.  His eyes did not turn the other way.  He challenges us to be engaged – to look poverty and injustice in the eye, and act.

Sometimes, it seemed to me, in the face of overwhelming need in Bangladesh, all we could do felt like providing a few drops of water in a large bucket of need.  The work was at times so much bigger then ourselves, and the poverty so familiar that, in time it can make you indifferent to the poor – treating them like a problem to be solved - forgetting their humanity.  Our own ‘avoid the pain’ filters kick in – it’s the same filter that makes us change the channel.

But that’s no excuse as God cares, and He expects us to respond.  In order for us to maximise our ability to respond we need to be faithful stewards committed to doing God’s kingdom work.

“…I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.”  Matt. 25:40 

Matthew 25 is full of instruction for stewards!  Matthew records three parables.  In the first, Jesus teaches us to be ready (parable of the virgins), in the second, to be busy using all our God given gifts for God and His Kingdom (parable of the talents), and in the third, to use them to serve Him and our neighbours as if we were serving Him directly  (parable of sheep and goats).

It may surprise you to think that, even today, Jesus would attribute something you did for someone else (especially someone who in our thinking doesn’t count for much) – as done directly for him!  But that is basically what Jesus teaches.  The opportunities to serve are close to home!

Can we become too cool – too complacent - to all the needs around us today?  Is it possible that we who live in the affluent western world protect ourselves and avoid - the hungry, the thirsty, the rejected, persecution, poverty, strife and the hopelessness that many feel today?  Does it make us complacent as we get saturated with video and sound bites of disasters and poverty on our TV screens?  Have we grown too accustomed or even become numb to it?  I know for myself, it’s easy enough to be cool - and easy enough to ‘excuse’ myself.  Yet upon reflection, I need to recognize the sin of ignoring the needs around me.  

Humanly speaking, it is not possible to respond to every need that comes our way and if we do try to do that we might quickly experience burnout.  Many Christians working for World Missions, CRWRC or other Christian agencies do experience burnout.  They feel overwhelmed by the need, and begin to feel hopeless about it.  Losing sight of God’s perspective is the key to becoming discouraged, disillusioned and burned out.

However, by having a ‘closer-to-Christ’ approach, I believe we can also avoid making the mistake of spending too many resources just taking care of ourselves, and thinking too highly of ourselves - as if we are the only means of responding to the great needs in our world.  God is looking for us to work in step with HIM.  Then Jesus can attribute the blessing: “Well done, faithful steward: I was in need and you met my needs!”

· Stewardly Tip: Gift Bags for Street People.  Jill our Office Manager has a friend who regularly works in the inner city and is asked for ‘change’ by people living on the streets.  Not wanting to support a bad habit but at the same time show compassion, this friend now keeps a stash of prepared small gift bags in her car trunk.  Each bag contains toiletries, snacks, canned fish, fruit, socks, handy wipes etc. that she purchases at thrift or dollar stores or receives as donations of samples from dentists.  Now whenever she parks in the inner-city and is asked for change she reaches into her trunk for a gift bag.  She is ready to be Christ for those in need!

Readers:  Share your ‘Stewardly Tips’ so that we all can make better use of the resources God has entrusted to us.  Submit your suggestion and your contact information so that we can acknowledge your contribution or ask for more details.
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