









































attend college and prepare for minis-
try—as a layperson.

I was beginning to understand
that the confusion I had labored
under for years was because [ had
believed what I now call the ministry
myth: “Ministry is just for ‘ministers.”
And “ministers,” of course, meant
only ministry professionals.

Once on campus, though, 1 found
the ministry myth alive and well. I was
often subtly reminded by well-mean-
ing students and professors that a
Christian serves God best as a min-
istry professional. Chapel speakers
often challenged us to say yes to
God’s call to professional ministry,
Rarely did any challenge us to say yes
to God’s call to minister as laypeople.

Then during my junior year, I
sensed God leading me to change
my major to premedicine. That sur-
prised me. [ had secretly longed to go
into medicine, but had never seri-
ously considered it because I didn't
think that would be ministry. But God
made clear to me that day that ] was
to minister through medicine.

My pastor confirmed this when he
told me, “As a doctor you will have
opportunities to minister to all kinds
of people in the community that [ will
never be able to reach as a pastor,”
And so | spent the rest of my school-
ing preparing for ministry as a med-
ical doctor.

Righ Cost of the Myth

My experience is not unique, The
ministry myth has been so widely
believed for so long that it has no
doubt kept millions of Christians from
seeing thernselves as ministers and
recognizing what God was calling
them to do, And it has crippled the
ministries of countless others by caus-
ing them to misinterpret God's call.

Although my friend Mark knew
that laypeople could minister, he
bought into the version of the min-
istry myth that says, “God can best
use those who are in professional
ministry.” Wanting to serve God as
effectively as possible, he quit his
iob, spent three years in semninary,
then joined a church staff,

In his new position Mark was
responsible to supervise the min-
istries of others. He quickly discov-
ered, though, that administration was

not his gift. “I'm most effective in one-
on-one ministry,” he says. “And rather
than coordinating existing ministries,
I'd much rather be bringing new peo-
ple in. I'd thought joining a church
staff would give me more time to do
that, but in reality it limited the time !
could spend doing what 1 did best.”

Mark resigned his church staff job
and became an insurance agent.
“Though I didn’t realize it when I went
into insurance,” Mark says, “This is a
perfect job for someone like me
whose passion is to work with hurting
people. Whenever an elderly client
loses a spouse, [ get a phone call,

“When any of my clients divorce,
they have to come to me to change
their insurance papers. And, of
-course, whenever one of them has a
car accident, a fire or a serious illness
covered by a policy [ carry, the client
comes to see me,

“I'have lots of opportunities to talk
with people in crisis. Most of them
don’t know Christ, and I can often
share the source of my hope with
them. Just a few weeks ago ! told my
wife, I've never before felt God using
me in ministry like [ have lately.””

The ministry myth led Mark into a
professional ministry position for
which he was not gifted. It was only
when he saw that God could use
him more effectively as a layperson
than as a ministry professional that
God was able to put Mark's ministry
gifts to fullest use,

An Unbiblical Division

For centuries much of the church
has divided itself into two groups—
the clergy, or “ministers,” and the
lajty, the ones ministered to. Is this
historic division rooted in scripture?

Not at all. The New Testament
teaches that God has given every
Christian one or more spiritual gifts
for ministry. Paul wrote, “There are
different kinds of gifts, but the same
Spirit. . . . To each one the manifesta-
tion of the Spirit is given for the comn-
mon good,” (I Cor, 12:4, 7, NIV).

Peter wrote, “Serve one another with
whatever gift each of you has received,”
(1 Peter 4:10, NRsv). Though in the Old
Testament only a select group of God'’s
people served as priests, in the New
Testament church all believers are
priests (1 Peter 2:5, 9, Nv),

God does call certain people to
lead in the church and their leader-
ship is critical to the church's effec-
tiveness. But scripture does not sin-
gle them out as “the ministers.”

Rather, it emphasizes the ministry
of all believers: “The gifts he gave
were that some would be apostles,
some prophets, some evangelists,
some pastors and teachers, to equip
the saints for the work of ministry,”
(Eph. 4:11-12, NRsSV).

The call of these church leaders,
then, is not to do the work of ministry
so we don't have to, but to equip us
to do ministry.

Gordon Coshy, pastor of the
Church of the Saviour in Washington,
D.C., puts it this way: “The primary
task of the professional minister (is)
training nonprofessional ministers
for their rministry.”

Christ's Hands in a Broken World

Only as we recognize that each of
us is called to minister and as each of
us says yes to that call can the church
fulfill its mission to be the hands of
Christ in a hurting world.

During World War Il a statue of
Christ that stood in the center of a
French village was shaltered in the
fighting. Villagers carefully saved the
pieces until the war was over, then
rebuilt the statue. Once it had been
reassembled, though, the people
found that Christ's hands were miss-
ing. They weren't sure what to do.
Should they leave the incomplete
statue standing, or should they take it
down?

Only after someone placed a
small hand-painted sign at the
statue’s base were the villagers able
to agree that the statue should
remain standing, The sign read,
“Christ has no hands but ours.”

God has called you and me and
every other believer to be His minis-
ters. If we don’t do it, no one will.
Christ has no hands but ours. m
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and preacher ever to grace the earth.

[ can imagine the chill bumps run-
ning up his spine as he heard and un-
derstood the Master's words, as he
dreamed of reunions with family, of
meals with friends, of simple em-
ployment.

I'm sure the leper seized on those
words of Jesus and rolled them over
in his heart: “Blessed are those who
mourn, for they will be comforted.”
And “Do not worry about tomorrow,
for tomorrow will worry about itself.”
And “Ask and it will be given to you;
seek and you will find; knock and the
door will be opened to you.”

I can also imagine, however, the
awful realization when one of his run-
ning sores began to itch, that what he
was hearing was just talk, inspiring
talk, but just talk. I can see tears brim
in his eyes. He knew that for alt the in-
spiration this eloquent teacher gave,
he himseif would always suffer as a
leper, alone or perhaps with the com-
pany of other lepers.

But then I imagine something hap-
pened that totally shocked the leper.
He watched a lady bring her blind son
to Jesus and the Great Teacher
showed himself also to be a Great
Healer. Jesus touched the lad’s eyes,
and the young boy could suddenly see
and began hugging Jesus and jumping
up and down and shouting praises,

| imagine the leper watching as
two men brought a lame friend to Je-
sus. When Jesus touched the man’s
legs, the lame man sprang to his feet
in amazement.

{ can imagine that leper on the hill-
side when he saw those scenes.
Maybe he thought of the old Jewish
story of God healing the leper Naaman
through the prophet Elisha. I'm sure he
pondered the miraculous healings he
had just witnessed. And there in that
stillness, hope was bom in the heart of
a previously hopeless leper.

I can hear him talking to himself:
“Oh,” he said, “He need not touch
me for I know that I'm unclean; El-
isha didn’t touch Naaman; but oh, if
only He were willing, this man could
cure me. What no one else could do,
this man can! If only He wiil,”

[ see him start down the hill. His
heart must have been pounding
when he approached the group. The
Bible says in Mark that he bowed
down on his knees before Jesus, Luke

adds that he fell on his face, I'm sure
he was careful not to touch the Lord.
Here he is, prostrate before the One in
whom he had placed all his hopes.
Slowly he looks up and speaks: “If you
are willing, you can make me clean.”

What would the Savior do? He had
healed the blind. He had healed the
lame. But how would Jesus respond
to a ghastly, stinking leper? 1 love the
way Mark puts it in his Gospel: “Filled
with compassion, Jesus reached out
his hand and touched the man.”

Perhaps we would have been re-
pulsed by the man, but Jesus cared for
him, He hurt for him, This was char-
acteristic of how Jesus reacted to hurt-
ing peopie. On one occasion He saw a
group of distressed and suffering peo-
ple, and the Bible records that “he had
cormpassion on them” (Matt, 9:36).

Another time a crowd of people
with many sick among them came to
Jesus, and Matthew records that “he
had compassion on them and healed
their sick” (14:14). At the city of Jeri-
cho, Jesus was approached by two
blind men and the scripture stales
that He “had compassion on therm.”

And in my favorite such account,
Jesus came upon a young boy’s fu-
neral procession, led by the lad’s sob-
bing mother. Luke writes of that occa-
sion: “When the Lord saw her, he had
compassion on her.” It is, therefore,
not surprising that, when Jesus saw
this quivering leper, He had compas-
sion on him,

And He did not just care privately
and leave it at that; He touched the
man. This touch revealed His caring
heart. [ wonder how Jesus touched
him. Did He wipe a tear from his
cheek? Did He take his hand? Did He
put His arm around the man? | won-
der how long it had been since any-
one had touched this man.

If we had been there and had felt
compassion for the man, we could
have done nothing to help him. But
that was not the case with Jesus. The
Bible says that after Jesus had
touched the man, He said: “I am will-
ing, Be clean!”

Edersheim wrote: “it was, so to
speak, an inward necessity that the
God-Man, when brought info contact
with disease and misery . . . should re-
move it by His Presence, by His touch,
by His Word” (Life and Times 1:488).

Jesus touched the man, and then

the Bible states that “Immediately the
leprosy left him and he was cured.”
The ancient church father Chrysos-
tom said: “. . . nature herself gave way
at His command.”

Can’t you just see the reaction of
the crowd as they watched the
cracked, gnatled, scarred and bleed-
ing skin transform itself inio smooth,
healthy, baby-white flesh? Can't you
just see the reaction of the man as he
realized that he was cured?

What It Means Today

Sometimes our problerns are such
that only God can solve them. The ill-
ness is incurable. The sin is unforgiv-
abie. The addiction is too strong. The
pull of the flesh is overpowering, The
habit, years in the making, is too
deeply ingrained, The bitterness and
hatred are too deep-seated. We are
sick, we know, but we are also help-
less before our iliness.

We may be helpless, but Jesus
Christ isn't, He who created the uni-
verse, He who designed our intricate
bodies, He who gave sight to the
blind, He who healed the lame, He
who cleansed the leper, He who for-
gave the prostitute, He who saved the
thief, He is able to help you and me.
He is able to forgive us and cleanse
us. We are sick, He knows, but He is
not helpless before our illness.

And just as Jesus had cormpassion
on the leper, so He has compassion
on us. He died on the cross for our
sins. “By his stripes we are healed.”
He is willing to help. He is willing and
able, If you pray and ask Him, He will
help you, Just pray to God and say: “If
you are willing, you can make me
clean.” m
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