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Thank you for inviting me to be your mission festival speaker today. First,

I would like to give you my congratulations. Next year St Mark's

congregation will be celebrating its sesquicentennial anniversary. One

hundred fifty years of God's grace is a significant milestone. It's a time

for reflection and for asking some challenging questions, such as, "What

does God have in mind for this congregation in the 21st Century?” or “Why

will St Mark’s congregation be here in Watertown?"

Actually those are good questions to ask at a mission festival also. There

can be a variety of answers, all of them valid, but the one that I would

like to emphasize is this. St Mark's is here, you are here, to do mission

work. Your mission is missions. You are here to be a light for the world.

To illustrate what I mean, the text I have chosen is from First Kings

chapter 8. This is part of a prayer that King Solomon spoke in Jerusalem on

the day the Temple was dedicated. As Solomon prayed, he was thinking about

why the Temple was there. And part of the answer that God gave him was –

mission work! Listen to Solomon's prayer:

41 “As for the foreigner who does not belong to your people Israel but has

come from a distant land because of your name—  42 for men will hear of your

great name and your mighty hand and your outstretched arm—when he comes and prays toward this temple,  43 then hear from heaven, your dwelling place,

and do whatever the foreigner asks of you, so that all the peoples of the

earth may know your name and fear you, as do your own people Israel, and may

know that this house I have built bears your Name.

Today as we celebrate your mission festival I invite you to Make Solomon's

Prayer Your Mission Prayer.  Do this because of the God whom you worship and

the opportunities that he is placing before you.

I'd like you to imagine that scene for a moment, the dedication of the

Temple in Jerusalem. Imagine the surprised looks on the faces of some of the

worshipers as they heard this part of Solomon's prayer in which he prays for

the foreigners who would come to worship at the Temple.  Put yourself into

that crowd. Here they were preparing to dedicate the first permanent house

of worship ever built by the Old Testament church. It's located in Jerusalem

their capital city. It's their church. Their money built it. Their priests

would offer the sacrifices. The sacrifices would come from their fields and

flocks and herds. Yet in his dedication prayer King Solomon includes these

words about foreigners (v41-42).

Imagine the shock of some of the people when they heard that. Foreigners

coming to the Temple. Foreigners could be dangerous people. Some of them

might be spies or terrorists.

Where did Solomon get his heart for foreigners? For that matter, where do

you get your heart for them? Seven years ago St Mark's congregation began an

outreach to the Hispanics living in this community, and it continues today.

Maybe you are involved in this effort, or maybe not. But where does this

heart for foreigners come from? Look back at your history. Go way back to

the beginning, 150 years ago when the first pastor was doing exploratory

work here in the Watertown area. If you could see the names on his prospect

list, you would notice that every one of them was an immigrant or the child

of an immigrant. When this church was built a few years later, the door was

open to foreigners of all kinds. Of course, they needed to understand German

if they were going to get anything out of the service, but the fact remains

that outreach to foreigners lies at the heart of your history.

Where does this come from? To answer that we need to follow our roots back

to the time of the Christians in the first century. What were the marching

orders that Jesus gave to the church after his resurrection from the dead?

"Go into all the world." "Go and make disciples of all nations." This is

where we usually say that world mission work begins.

But what about Solomon? A thousand years before Jesus said, "Go into all the

world," Solomon, God's prophet, was inspired to pray, "Come. May the

foreigner come to this Temple. Where did Solomon get this heart for

foreigners? The real root of this goes way back to the beginning of the

world and to the heart of God the Father who sent Jesus into the world.

There don't seem to be any foreigners when you go way back to the Garden of

Eden, but look again. At first Adam and Eve were the best friends of God,

made in his image, living in perfect harmony with their Creator. But then

came the fall. In a way that event reminds me of 9-11 when New York City’s

majestic twin towers collapsed. Because one moment the image of God was

there. Then it vaporized. All that was left was dust, living dust, but dust

just the same. What happened then? God came into the garden. Do you remember

what he called out? "Adam, where are you?" That question has always seemed

like a spiritual knife that God was wielding, marking Adam with his guilt.

It is that, but I also think that an African preacher had a good insight

when he suggested that there could also be a note of sadness and loss in

God's voice. "A d a m, where are you?" The person God was seeking was no

longer there. The shell was there, but not the original contents. Adam and

Eve were not the same. They no longer trusted God nor could they be trusted.

They were outsiders, foreigners in the most negative sense of the word.

Then what did God do, this God whose almighty hand recently had driven Satan

out of heaven; whose great name could not tolerate anything imperfect? He

drove Satan back again! (Gen 3:15) And at the same time he began to stretch

out his powerful arm toward those two foreigners to bring them back into his

family. Think of it! God’s plan to rescue us wouldn't be easy. He would

enter his creation as a creature. The Son of God would take on a human

nature. He would come as a servant. He would humble himself to the point of

dying on a cross in order to right the wrongs of Adam and of all his

descendants. Solomon may not have known all of these details of God’s plan

to save the world, but he did know about the love for foreigners that God

has in his heart.

That's why a prayer for foreigners was appropriate at the Temple and why it’

s fitting here. We make this our mission prayer because of the great name,

the mighty hand, the outstretched arm of our God. Our God has a heart for

foreigners, a heart for us and for all people. Our hearts are beating in

sync with his when we pray Solomon's prayer.

2. Why use this prayer today? The other reason is because of the

opportunities that God is placing before each one of us. It's customary at a

mission festival for me as a representative of world missions to talk about

the opportunities that God is giving us to do mission work a safe distance

away in other countries. When people on the other side of the world come to

hear the message of the missionaries we send, Solomon's prayer is being

answered. Foreigners, even though they live in other lands, can come to our

church, hear about the Savior and be blessed by God.

I am happy to say that there are some wonderful examples of this which

encourage us as we pray Solomon’s prayer. I'll just share two of them with

you. The first one takes us to Hong Kong where an evangelism rally was held

last Fall in one of the city's largest public arenas. A thousand people

gathered and were able to hear the Gospel of their Savior Jesus Christ!

A similar story comes from Indonesia where a year ago at Easter time the

members of the Lutheran church in Indonesia held an area-wide Easter

celebration. Keep in mind that the entire Lutheran church in Indonesia had

only about 500 members at that time. Buses were hired to bring people to the

worship service in central Java. The amazing thing is that there were over

1,200 people at the service! Who were they all? Many of them were Muslims,

friends and neighbors of the Christians. They came because they wanted to

learn more about the resurrection of Jesus. Solomon's prayer is being

answered! Foreigners are learning about God's great name, his mighty hand,

and his outstretched arm. They are coming in great numbers.

But they can come in other ways too. You've probably heard it said that the

face of America is changing. America is a country that was built upon

immigration. A century ago the immigrants were coming here mainly from

Europe. Now they are coming from just about every place on the globe. Take a

look at a public school classroom. You see not only Anglo faces but

Hispanics, African Americans, and Asians of every sort.

This seems threatening to some Americans. A barber that I know is frustrated

by customers who come into his shop if they don't understand much English,

and if they talk to each other in a language he doesn't understand. Behind

their backs he refers to them the camel boys and the turbans. I doubt that

he's inclined to pray this mission prayer.

But what many view as a problem is an opportunity for the Christian church.

When the world mission board met during this past year, it discussed plans

to expand our mission outreach to two new areas of the world: the people of

China and the Muslim world. These are areas and people that cannot be

reached by ordinary methods. But there may be more than one way to do this.

Some of  these people may be right in front of us, right here in America.

Chinese students are coming to America for an education. One of our Lutheran

high schools near St Paul, MN, actually recruits students from China. The

Muslims are here too. In fact that religion may soon become the second

largest in the US.

The face of America is changing. Someone has said that if our church body is

going to remain a church in the 21st century, we will need to be a part of

that change. But that's not our main reason for outreach to foreigners. The

real reason is the heart of our God and the opportunities that he is giving

us. That's why we want to make Solomon's prayer our mission prayer and ask

God to answer it through us.

Let me close by paraphrasing Solomon's thoughts. "O Lord, when people of

other cultures and distant lands come to this church which we have built,

drawn by your glory as their Savior, for they will hear about you from us,

bless them as they worship you, and in this way make your name known on all

the earth."  Amen.

