A Slow and Steady Climb - Rev. Denise Schiavone

] wice in my ]hce, | have attempted to climb mountains and
failed. The first was Mt. I:uji, the highest mountain in Japan.
Wandng stick in l’nanc!, l’niking boots laced snuglg, l stood at the
mountain’s base, rea&g to conquer the 12,000-foot climb.
Butjust before my Companions and ] embarked, we saw other
climbers turning back down the Path. A storm front was
Pushing in, and dense Fog cnvelope& the area. Ourgroup
considered the oPtion to start climbing and seek shelter in one
of the emergency huts if things got bad. | wanted clesperatelg
to go forward, to experience that breathtaking view from the

toP. But ultimatelg, doubt and fear drove me back.

T he second attempt was not rea”y a mountain: it was the
world’s largest monolith, Ayers Rock, in Austra]ia’s outback.
Atjust i,100 feet high) ] xcigured this would be a Piece of
cake. This time, ] would make it to the top. ] would be stunned
bg the viewmbg the go!cien Peaks of sun seeping over the
9awning red earth. But as we started out before Clawn, our
guide spouting ominous warnings of travelers who'd met their
demise, | caught sig}nt of the actual P]aque at the base

memorializing those lost. \isions of Fa”ing to my death flashed
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through my head, doubts pressed upon me. |n the end, |
“scttled” for the five-mile trek around the perimeter. T he
beauty of the desert sunrise, and a keen sense of the area’s
sacredness to the native Aboriginal Pcoplc, helped me hurdle

my disappointment

Doubt is a natural human emotion. (Consider the apostlc
Thomas, namesake of a 5logan that bears somewhat negative
connotations: “{Don’t be such a Doubting Thomas.” Evolve&
from Scripture to find its Place in secular conversations, the
term actua”g has an entry in Merriam Webster: “an

incredulous or habitua”g doubtful Person,”

We might consider, though, that | homas has gotten a bit of a
bad rap. After all, he had only the word of his fellow disciples
to go on that his beloved teacher had reappeared. e himself
hadn’t actually seen the risen | ord. So, he wondered: how
could such a thing be? Put then he sees, puts his hands in
Jesus’ flesh, and cries out, My | ord and My (God!

We often speak of faith as believing without seeing. We pray
for stronger?aith. \/\/c—: &ownplag our doubts. But doubt can



A Slow and Steady Climb - Rev. Denise Schiavone

be usc—:xcul, somcthing that hclps us navigate umcamiliar,

Potentia”g dangerous terrain.

Jesus’ earlier teachings tell us that faith as small as a mustard
seedis cnough to move a mountain. A mustard seed leaves a
whole lot of room for doubt. Interestinglg, Jesus doesn’t
berate Thomas for his doubt. ]nstead) he meets Thomas
where he is in that moment)just as _Jesus will soon appear to
the disciples as theg’re gishing in the Sea of (Galilee—
retumed) it seems, to their old lives. He will give arzot/mrsign

SO they may come to believe. e will aPPeal to Fcter, “T“eed

DIAN{S )«

my lambs. Take care of my sheep. Fo”ow me.”

A]thr Jcsus’ horrhcging death, after the empty tomb, after
seeing their teacher reappear, the disciples faced a turning
Pointz Would Jesus’ téachings die on the cross? Orwould

t}ﬂeg be able to carry them forward in his name?

At this Point in our historg, we too are gacing a turning Point,
wedge& at the intersection of fear and doubt. Expcrts are
on!g beginning to mine the lanclscape of the Pandemic’s

Psycho]ogical and social impact. Things ranging from
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increased depression and anxietgj to highcr rates of alcohol
consumption, to a surge in domestic violence—and begond.
And we know underserved communities have been hit

dispropor‘ciona”g hard bg all of these, and more.

We scan the news and see 9@1: another senseless incident of
gun violence, another image of People clisregarcling Public
health Protoco]s) another Paimcul dag of testimony about the
death of George Flogci,just one of many Black lives

tragically lost across our nation.
gicaly

On so many ]evels, we face doubt: as inclivic!uals, as members
of faith communities, as Americans. With all this, we, like the
clisciples, may find ourselves wanting to stay in our safe

spaces, away from the darkness of the world.

The disciples, reeling from the loss of their teacher, had
returned to a Place where theg’& felt comfortable and loved—
the last Place thcy’& seen Jesus alive—the upper room. Theg

feltfear, but at least theg were in a familiar Place.
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And then Jesus arrives: FPeace be with you. See the wounds
]’ve borne for the world—the visible, tactile evidence of my love

Forgou. Aﬂ& now, as the Father has sent me, ] send you.

The disciplcs may have frozen on the spot. Send us? Send
us where? Whg? ]t’s cﬂangerous out there. f‘low can Jesus

cxpcct this of us?

In their fear, the clisciples may have been slow to catch on.
Put ultimatelg, they dombuilc{ing the Church around the
world. Dcspite their doubt and disbelief, theg moved forward.

As we navigate to a “new normal” in the coming months, we
may be experiencing uncomfortable levels of doubt. What’s
next? \What will things look like from here? \We may feel we
have little to give. We may be afraid of extending ourselves in

a world that feels so utterlg unhinged.

|t would be easy to fixate on getting back to our personal
normal—to the way things were. Put all around us, the world is
changing. Opportunity abounds to allow ourselves to be sent,
to bring Christ’s light to a deeply hurting world.



A Slow and Steady Climb - Rev. Denise Schiavone

Mg Lor& and Mg Godl But surelg, not me? You must mean

someone else. ]’m a mess. ] can bare]g keep it together. ]’vc got

other responsibilitics. T here’s nothing special about me. And
]’m tircd) oh so tircd) of all of this... Doubt. So much doubt.

You may have heard the Popular saging that GOCJ doesn’t call
the equippccl, he cquips the called. A more literal aPPlication
to toclag’s Gospel would be that Jesus doesn’t send the

equippec}, he cquips the sent.

We are a resurrection PeopleJ sent bg Jcsus) equippcd bg
the power of the Holg SPirit. T he advocate that dwells
within us, as present as the very breath we breathe. And as
we rejoice in the risen | ord, we must be wi“ing to leave our

safe spaces, to Push Past ourxcear, and go forth.

Whether that's up the mountain or around it will differ for

each of us. But scriPture does reveal some common things

about the Who, What, When, Where, and Whg of bcing sent
as (_hrist’s disciples.
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We are sent, as todag’s E_Pistle reveals, to have Fe”owship
with one another. Notjust within our church walls and across
our }Jackgard Fcnces, but out in the world: to feed Jesus’
lambs, to take care of his shc—:ep, to pursue the kingdom vision

O]C not a ﬂCCC!\lj PCY’SOF} among us.

We are sent to Places unknown, umcamiliar) and often
uncomfortable. | he apostles spreacl Christianitg from
Jerusalem to Damascus, to Asia Minor, to (Greece, and
Rome. St. | homas is said to have gone as far as |ndia, Saint

Matthew to Ethiopia, and Saint Bartholomew to Armenia.
Man9 of them died martyrs forthe cause of Christ.

We may not be called to mission trips around the globe, but as
we consider the sociany and economica”y Aisadvantagecl
communities around us that have borne the brunt of this
Pandemicw’clﬂat continue to suffer the Per\/acling inequities
Plaguing this nation—we may ask ourselves how far from home

we will be wi”ing to venture for the cause of Cl‘:ris’c.

We are sent, notjust ata Particu!ar moment, but across the

span of time and space: Yesterdag. Now. Tomorrow. Just as
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Jesus sent forth the clisci‘:)les even in their time of turmoil, so
too are we sent continuouslg, every moment a chance to show
the love of Christ Our own church Familg does this in so
many ways, across so many ministries—from our outreach to
our Pastoral care to those who help prepare for worshipw—

(hrist Churchis generous in 5Pirit and love.

As we're sent to Places and situations less Familiar) we are
assured we are sent with agency, }39 the power of the Ho]y
Spiritw—tEe Spirit that consecrates us and guicles us to do
Gocl’s will. ]t’s true, some days we may be unable to turn the
bolt and step over the threshold. Put even from within our
safe spaces, we can pray for courage_—lcor (God to open our
hearts to his Plan. And as we sitin his presence, we know the
Holg Spirit will step througl’u the cloorwag with us, our ever-
Present comforter and ComPanion. Evcntua”g, we can choose

to un!ock the c!oor.

This is not a single momentous turning Point of
transformation—it's a choicc, every clag) every hour, every
minute. We may be eager to see the injustices of the world

solve&, the Pain vanquished) the darkness recede—to see the
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view from the top of the mountain. Put resurrection work is a

slow and steac!g climb.

Ever9 c!ag is a choice to leave our cloistered spaces and allow
ourselves to be sent. \/\/c needn’t feel we must be Fu”g gormcd)
Forjust as the saints before us have wandered, lost their
Footing) and found their way again, we too can embrace the
mgsteries of (God shaping our lives. "ormation is a lhceJong
endeavor. We needn’t know exactlg how the Plan will ungold,
onlg trust that it will unfold as (God intends.

Jesus meets us in the moments of our clecpest cloubts,
showing us his wounds born of lovemciriving us to seek out
new Paths. Let us Forge Past our fear and move forward as a
resurrection People, equiPPecl by the power of the Holg
Spiritwpraying and rc-:joicing, as the Psa]mist says, “Oh how

goo& and Pleasant itis, when brethren live together in ursitg.”

And may the peace of Christ be a]wags with you.



