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Mission to Listen 

Reading from the Old Testament:  Micah 5:2, 4-5 

Reading from the Gospels:  Matthew 28:16-20 

Strong-minded. Wrong-headed. Either posture potentially makes 

you a difficult person to deal with, even more, to live with. However, to 

be both strong-minded and wrong-headed at the same time makes you a 

danger to yourself, of course, but often more so to others. Barbara 

Kingsolver's novel, The Poisonwood Bible, chronicles the odyssey and 

outcomes of the Price family's mission to carry out a disputable reading 

of Christ's Great Commission. In 1959, Nathan Price, an intense 

evangelical preacher, uproots his wife and four daughters from their 

home in the American South, taking them deep into the Belgian Congo. 

As daughter Leah relates it, "We came from Bethlehem, Georgia, 

bearing Betty Crocker cake mixes into the jungle." It gave her chills 

when her father declared, "Where we are headed, [there's] not so much 

as a Piggly Wiggly." 

Convicted in his calling to save the primitive souls of the 

indigenous Africans, the Rev. Price and family approached their 

mission with the wrong-headed condescension that the culture they left 
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behind in Georgia was far superior in every way compared to the ways 

of their new neighbors, the Congolese.  

An early clue that their notions and airs were mistaken, was that 

the demonstration garden he planted to educate the locals in the ways 

of proper farming grew lush but bore no fruit. Refusing to listen to the 

voices of those who had been farming on that land for generations, 

assuming his ways and his seeds were of a higher caliber than those of 

the Congolese, Rev. Price had failed to consider that there were no local 

pollinators for the kinds of seeds he was sowing. His daughter Leah 

says, "My father looked at me with a new face, strange and terrifying to 

me for what it lacked in confidence. It was as if a small, befuddled 

stranger were peering through the imposing mask of my father's 

features. He looked at me like I was his spanking newborn baby and he 

did love me so, but feared the world would never be what any of us had 

hoped for." 

Another big clue to the missionary's cluelessness came with the 

failure of the Reverend's grand scheme to baptize all of the villagers in 

the river Kwilu. Despite the hellfire zeal of his passionate insistence 

that the people of Kalanga be baptized in the river for their salvation, 
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nobody was coming forward for a dip in the water, not even when he 

scheduled a big feast for the village down by the river. The lure of 

southern fried chicken and the promise of heaven's golden avenues 

produced no willing swimmers.  

When Rev. Price preached again on the absolute necessity of 

baptism, their live-in domestic and cook stormed off, abandoning the 

mission, but not before giving the good Reverend a tongue-lashing. No 

one was going to go jumping in the river Kwilu, no matter how lovely 

are the streets of heaven or hot are the fires of Hell. The Kwilu, unlike 

the Chattahoochee back in Georgia, was home to a teeming community 

of crocodiles. 

Leah dared to ask her father, "What was Mama Tataba so mad 

about just now? We saw her hollering." 

"A little girl." 

"She has one?" 

"No. A girl from here in the village that got killed last year." He 

did not look at me now, but stared off into the distance. "She got killed 

and eaten by a crocodile. They don't let their children step foot in the 

river, ever. Not even to be washed in the Blood of the Lamb." (Barbara 

Kingsolver, The Poisonwood Bible) 
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Despite the immense contributions of Western Christian 

missionaries to the global church, it has long been understood in the 

Presbyterian Church that a significant flaw in the endeavors of 

missionaries through the ages has been the insistence that conversion 

to Christianity included conversion to European and later to white 

Western ways, values, customs, and culture. It was based on the wrong-

headed notion that the kingdom of God must surely reflect the towns 

and traditions from which they had come; that their ways were surely 

God's ways. "Go therefore and make disciples of all nations."  

The problem with the Rev. Price, and for that matter, the problem 

with the church throughout its history, is not in the intention to heed 

this commission of Christ. Could it be that the problem has to do with 

translation and application? αθητεύω - Translated in the NRSV, RSV, 

and NIV as "make disciples", it can also be translated as "teach" or 

"instruct". You can see this in The Message translation "Go out and 

train everyone you meet;" and in the King James Version, "Go ye 

therefore, and teach all nations."  

In this day, in our context, I find myself drawn to the King James 

and The Message - teach, train, instruct. In the climate of today's world, 
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to "make disciples" comes across a bit too dogmatic, imperious, and in 

the scope of the church's history, and arguably, as seen in Lafayette 

Square this week, too militaristic and arrogant.  

When you were a kid, did you ever find yourself in a stand-off and 

hear yourself say, "Oh yeah? Make me." Fighting words, and certainly 

costly words if your foe received them as an invitation rather than a 

threat. The tragedy of the Crusades, the scourge of slavery, the 

apostasy of Manifest Destiny, the wrath of the preacher, and even the 

fear inducing, faith robbing methods of nuns with rulers, stem in part 

from the misguided and arrogant authoritarianism read into the words, 

"make disciples". I struggle to see how such a reading can reflect the 

character of Jesus Christ and his ministry. 

"To teach" or "to instruct" seems to better reveal the character and 

the nature of the Christ who offered the commission. Of course, that 

depends on your image of the teacher, be it Professor Kingsfield in The 

Paper Chase, Robin Williams in Dead Poets' Society, or Miss 

Bindergarten in her kindergarten.   
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I've been sequestered in a home office with a teacher, for going on 

three months, and married to her for 31 years. I hear the commitment 

to the vocation. I've listened to the compassionate care for colleagues 

and the patient attention to the concerns of parents. I've encountered 

the love teachers have for their students. In many ways, in any number 

of teachers you can see that the dreams of the students become the 

passion of the teacher, and very often it is the teacher who opens the 

eyes of the student to the dreams they didn't even know to have.  

Make disciples? You don't make disciples. God the Father, God the 

Son, and God the Holy Spirit make disciples. We, when we are at our 

best, nurture and teach and support the disciples along the way, maybe 

handing them a flashlight when the clouds gather or the dusk falls. 

"Go ye therefore, and teach all nations." This call is all inclusive. 

You don't get a pass because you don't have a passport or have a fear of 

flying. Tom Long points out that "nations" here refers not so much to 

nation-states, but rather people who are foreign to you, tribes of people 

who are not like you. You see, Matthew is seeking to accomplish here in 

one encounter with eleven dithering disciples what Luke seeks to 
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accomplish in multiple post-resurrection appearances and half the book 

of Acts: the mission to the Gentiles.  

Matthew, like Luke, and like Paul understand that God's love is 

not cloistered, but expansive; that fundamental to the mission of the 

church is representing the immeasurable and inclusive grace of Jesus 

Christ particularly before those who may different than you. And as 

with the good teacher, it is critical that you seek to understand the 

context and the people you are with. Paul once said, "To the Jews I 

became as a Jew, in order to win Jews. To those under the law I became 

as one under the law ... so that I might win those under the law. To 

those outside the law I became as one outside the law ... so that I might 

win those outside the law. To the weak I became weak, so that I might 

win the weak." 

And to know who you are with, guess what? You must listen. You 

must hear. You may need to go to great lengths to seek to understand. 

Before you can know someone, you have to listen, you have to 

appreciate and respect who they are and where they came from. To 

patronize, to condescend is to betray the Christ we serve. I once had a 

colleague who just could not engage in any church event, in any 
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planning for any church event, in any review of any church event, in 

any mention of any church policy, program, or problem without 

measuring it against the immeasurable, impossibly beatific, gleaming 

greatness of his home church. You couldn't even say hello without him 

saying, "Well, at First Presbyterian Church of Nirvana, we don't say 

something as plebian as hello. We say, The peace of Christ be with you.  

Well ... there were so many things I wanted to say...  

Why would we insist on measuring others by our standards, when 

we don't even keep them? Why judge them when we have not made the 

effort to learn, appreciate, and understand their standards, their ways, 

their insights, their gifts? How might the good Reverend Price's 

experience in the Congo been altered if, instead of seeing himself as the 

knighted white savior come to look down upon and save the infidels 

from themselves, he saw himself as just another guy, who in seeking to 

reflect the love of Christ, honored the love of Christ by paying attention 

to the grace of Christ that had surely preceded the Reverend's journey? 

What if he believed that you share the love of Christ by listening to, 

learning from, and valuing the people you would encounter? 
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That's the beauty of Christ's Great Commission in Matthew. The 

call didn't go out to some collection of Super Christians. As Tom Long 

describes it, "Jesus is on an unnamed mountain in backwater Galilee 

with a congregation of 11, down from 12 the week before, and even some 

of them are doubtful and not so sure why they have come to worship 

this day." Look at it, "Then the eleven disciples went away into Galilee, 

into a mountain where Jesus had appointed them. And when they saw 

him, they worshipped him: but some doubted." That's us. We are the 

doubting called, the work-in-progress commissioned. We don't know all 

that much, but we follow the One who knows us and holds the future.  

Before you can recognize a clue, you must acknowledge you are 

clueless. Hemingway said, “There is nothing noble in being superior to 

your fellow man; true nobility is being superior to your former self.” 

Carl Rogers, one of the foundational voices of modern psychotherapy 

said what I think is a fundamental key to the mission of the church, the 

calling of Christ's Great Commission. "We think we listen, but very 

rarely do we listen with real understanding, true empathy. Yet 

listening, of this very special kind, is one of the most potent forces for 

change that I know." Amen. 


