1

Pushing out the Boat 




St Ronans,   14th Nov, 2010

It’s a great pleasure to be back among you, on this spring morning, enjoying the presence of God and sharing with you, some thoughts, that I have had on my journey, over recent months. I am convinced that God has a special purpose for each of our lives and while our individual callings vary across the spectrum of human endeavour, none is more important than the other. Kingdom building requires many workers, a vast array of gifts and talents and a shared passion about reaching the lost. And one thing that helps to bring us together on this journey is the opportunity to tell our stories, share honestly the highs and the lows, to give testimony to God’s grace and provision and to above all encourage one another in the faith. We all have a story and when you stop to reflect on what God is saying to you, how He intervened on your behalf in some small way or how some recent experience or “chance meeting” changed you, you would be amazed how powerful that can be in the telling. It can be equally powerful in the listening as well!

We are to “proclaim the praises of Him, who called you out of darkness into His marvellous light” 1 Peter 2:9 and from Luke 21:13 - “it will turn out for you as an occasion for testimony”. In many ways this is summarized in what has been commonly called The Great Commission (Mat28:19). “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Teaching them to observe all things that I have commanded you; and lo, I am with you always even to the end of the age” An eye watering undertaking placed on our collective shoulders don’t you think? And just when you were saying to yourself has God forgotten that I’ve got a young family, a large mortgage or an aging Mother, He says and lo I am with you always, everyday, each year until the end of the age or until you shoot through the gap, whichever comes first. Lo I am with you always.

Notice Mathew does not say make converts, sign up church members or start a new religion. He says make disciples - people committed to walking with Jesus, following His commandments.  I was interested to read that Peter Cheyne (many of us remember that wonderful and spirit filled woman, Mavis, his mother) spoke to the recent Presbyterian Assembly about Making disciple-making disciples – I would like to have been there. And in the pre-Assembly Affirm conference the focus was on growing missional churches. Surely important if we are to arrest the decline in modern day western churches and to change the focus towards those who are not paid up members of our church communities, those who don’t come to church regularly, those on the outside. The sort of people Jesus seemed to prefer to spend his time with.

We can see this process played out in the Gospel of John, and if you have a Bible handy come with me to John 1:40. “One of the two who heard John (John the Baptist) speak, and followed Him (Jesus) was Andrew, Simon Peter’s brother. He first found his own brother Simon and said to him – We have found the Messiah (which is translated, the Christ)”. And what did he do then – head off to the local Christian bookshop for an instruction manual on evangelism, or perhaps set up a mission and outreach committee in the local synagogue. No it says in v 42, And he brought him to Jesus”.

Its one thing to speak to someone about Jesus, to make the introduction, but from my experience it can be a whole lot more difficult talking to a brother, a father about God stuff and esp about Jesus! But Andrew took Simon to meet Jesus.  Jesus made such an impression on Him, he very quickly grabbed his brother, so he too could meet this man he now understood to be the Messiah. Seems such a simple thing, but how often do we take the time, make the effort to introduce others to Christ? Having met Jesus in a personal encounter, are we then excited enough to step out of our comfort zone and introduce Him to others.  How often, after enjoying a fantastic sunset, an exhilarating concert, an amazing day skiing on the mountain or a gourmet meal, are we not driven to share the occasion with someone else, to relive the experience, to savour the moment again?

So, on a personal note, through a series of introductions, connections and a few divine appointments, God has led a small handful of us to be part of the Dayspring Ministries Trust, literally a vehicle to take the good news about Jesus into the South Pacific. Our yacht, Seahawk has just completed its second season  visiting remote Pacific islands with bibles and ministry teams. We work between the hurricane season (from late May to mid October), in partnership with both the NZ and South Pacific Bible Societies. This year we sailed to Samoa and delivered bibles to a number of villages on the Tsunami coast – many Samoans have not had the opportunity to replace their precious bibles lost earlier this year. Then we returned to Fiji, and spent 6 weeks in the Lau group, islands with limited communication to the East of Fiji. Finally we visited 8 islands and a large number of villages in Vanuatu, and two weeks ago a group of us sailed Seahawk back to the Bay of Islands, where we plan to undertake essential maintenance before heading back to the islands next year. 

We choose the villages carefully, with a key factor being the quality of the anchorage – even so it’s never easy and just about always hair-raising! When both the chart plotter and depth finder failed in the middle of the season, the whole process of navigating inside reefs became even more challenging. Fourtunately we have a retractable centreboard, so we can reduce our draft significantly – this year we only touched one reef (lightly). I should say that while Seahawk is very much fit for purpose – it can accommodate up to 10 people, its deep draft allows us to store lots of bibles, and it sails beautifully, it is 40 yrs old and maintenance is ongoing and expensive.

People often remember the old Dayspring (Ron and Aggie Russell) and give us a big and very warm welcome – the first bibles to the islands came by yacht and crossing the oceans with the Word of God is hugely symbolic for these people.  We as trustees did discuss the option of renaming Seahawk, Dayspring 4, but given the demise of Dayspring 2 and 3, this idea went down like a lead balloon! But let me also assure you, we are not superstitious!

Typically people travel overland and by canoe for many hours to attend meetings, where bibles are sold for a nominal fee (around $12, but in Vanuatu the people didn’t have money so we accepted the traditional grass mat in payment and the mats are then sold through the  Bible Society bookshop in Pt Vila). Usually the Jesus film is shown (now translated into more than 40 languages) with an accompanying message and one of the crew off Seahawk will give a personal testimony. It’s not uncommon to meet an old man on the beach with a very beaten up old bible, pages missing, which has been used by the whole extended family for some years. Compare that with the average NZ family home, where there might be half a dozen or more bibles sitting on bookshelves and they never get opened. A new bible is like getting a new canoe. Its life giving, precious and greatly valued.

But there is a lot of religion in the islands and we and the Bible Society and Campus Crusade Teams (who show the Jesus film) are anxious not to let the denominational issues get in the way of  the mission. DMT is very much ecumenical (and evangelical) and we steer well clear of church politics and (other politics as well).  

These communities are invariably poor and lack many of the basic resources – my view is that many of the Island nations have gone backward during the last 20 years, certainly economically and probably spiritually as well. They have not been well served by successive governments and poverty is very widespread. Next year we hope to build a more holistic program and plan to take doctors out for 2-3 week trips to service medical needs - there are many common medical issues that could be easily addressed and remedied. After all Jesus was interested in feeding and healing people as part of His ministry.

A few weeks ago I was in Kuala Lumpur for a World Vision conference, where the theme was God provides, and this truth has resonated with me ever since. Thinking back on where we have come from with Dayspring, there are so many instances of God’s provision – its seems as we try in our own small way to hear His voice and step out in faith, He will provide. We looked around for the perfect boat in NZ, for 3 years (like looking for the perfect wife – it wasn’t going to happen). Margaret Cornish, who is part of the Knox community was praying one day, and felt that the boat that we were looking for was in Fiji – a few months later we stumbled upon Seahawk in Savusavu, and began negotiations to buy her. Somehow we got through that, and raised the finance for the purchase and for what turned out to be a challenging refit. God provided a skipper this year, and in spite of the difficulties in working with different cultures and priorities, a sailing program was developed and executed, and we achieved our missional goals for 2010. I should add that in the Pacific, achieving goals, and being on time is just not a priority and I have finally come to understand that the hot climate cultures view the world in an entirely different way to the cold climate cultures. We being from the latter, are very much task oriented, keen to perform and meet deadlines and objectives, quite obsessive about our possessions and reasonably structured in our thinking. Generally speaking, Island people are none of these things! And to their credit, much of their behaviour and cultural emphasis is about developing and sustaining relationships.

 Lots of stuff happens on a yacht, some  of it beyond your control – and so often after a quick prayer the answer arrives. I tell you, we have so much to be thankful for. And we have seen God’s hand in helping us to foster and strengthen relationships between us as trustees and with our partners - this is esp. important on a small yacht and living in close quarters for months on end often brings out the best and the worst in people – even Christians!! You know the great challenge for us all is not so much what we do, but who we are and what we stand for – this is our witness and our testimony.

“It will turn out for you as an occasion for testimony” – read from Luke 21 (v13). Actually we really need to read verse 12 again to put this into context – “But before all this (earthquakes, wars, famines, fearful events etc), they will lay hands on you and persecute you. They will deliver you to synagogues and prisons, and you will be brought before kings and governors, and all on account of my name”. Living, doing, working, speaking as a Christian person is not always easy.  Vanuatu graves story. Perhaps God is really saying, I am not here to make it easy – I’m here to make it possible.

Pushing the boat out of the harbour is the imperative – this is true Kingdom building.

Amen. 

