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 Many Christians have personal memories attached to the Great Commission, our 
gospel lectionary reading for this week. It is often memorized in Sunday School. It is not 
Christ’s benediction to the disciples, what I say when Deacon Susan and I close our worship 
together. The Great Commission is a dismissal much like what Deacons Susan offers, a brief 
command on how to live as Christ’s followers. In another time there is probably a good deal to 
be said about that, but not today. Today, I want us to look at Christ’s Great Commission as the 
plain command of Christ, a bit of Scripture that needs no formal education to understand or 
follow. It remains true no matter any Christian’s circumstances.  

 One of my biggest memories of the Great Commission is its interpretation in the only 
stained-glass window of my seminary chapel. I studied for ministry at Pacific School of 
Religion (PSR) where Preaching 101 always met in the Chapel of the Great Commission. Built 
shortly after World War II the chapel’s architecture was meant to invoke the feeling of an 
upside-down ark. The chancel was at the bow end and filled with a brown screen covering 
organ pipes which served as a canvas for ever changing worship banners.   

 The only stained glass in the chapel was at the stern end, that flat end of any boat where 
the rudder is located. The window was over the door worshippers used to “Go.” It is a 
beautiful, stylized interpretation of The Great Commission. Jesus Christ is the large central 
figure who is surrounded by various pictures of eleven disciples doing what it means to “Go, 
therefore into all the world and preach the Gospel. . ..” The preacher of the day is the only 
person in who can see the window during the sermon. When I graduated, we were called up to 
stand in front as graduates often are, and “The Window” was pointed out to us. We went out 
the door knowing we were sent to “Go, therefore. . ..”  

                                         
1 Image for this sermon located at www.clipartkey.com and identified as free for use in this sort of application. 
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 Ever since Safer At Home began in March, and especially this last two weeks, in my 
ponderings I am often back at PSR, and we who love PSR recognize each other by only using 
our shared initials. I earned a conjoined Master of Divinity/Master of Arts. Both of my 
advisors were about the same age as my older cousins who were my babysitters. My M.Div. 
advisor was Rev. Dr. Lynn Rhodes. Superficially we had a lot in common as United Methodist 
women, but temperamentally we were/are rather night and day. Lynn is a lot more like 
Deacon Susan than she is like me.  

My M.A. advisor was Rev. Dr. Archie Smith, Jr. Superficially we had little in common: 
Archie is a black man who lived in Oakland while I am a white woman who lived in a suburb 
that used to be a small town. He is the son of an American Baptist preacher while I am the 
daughter of a man who cut paper for a living. But temperamentally, we are more alike than we 
are different. Our shared passion is pastoral care, which is why he was my M.A. advisor. 
Archie’s teaching process is something folks who experience me as a teacher would recognize, 
but I taught this way before we met, so how we taught was more of our invisible common 
ground. In our mentoring relationship, we met regularly. We both love that our work as 
teachers of ministers meant our students always became our peers. Which is why I in this 
sermon I call him Archie and not Rev. Dr. Smith. Twice in our years of meeting regularly, we 
were friends caring for the other over a racial issue.  

 The first time this happened was the day after O. J. Simpson was acquitted for the 
murders of Nicole Brown Simpson and Ron Goldman. The morning the acquittal happened, 
I was at a staff meeting in the suburbia. Our next standing appointment was the following 
morning. We met in Archie’s office, which like my office at church had a small conference area 
right inside the door. As part of saying “Good morning,” I did what I believe all Christians 
should do as they say hello. I asked Archie how he was doing that day with all the news. He 
replied, “You are the first person to ask me.” At the time, Rev. Dr. Archie Smith, Jr. was the 
only black man among the entire PSR faculty and staff, while both our student body and our 
faculty were about 50% white women, many of whom were survivors of domestic violence. 
While the women’s raw rage at the acquittal was very valid, it still hurts to know that not one 
person in a school for pastors thought to ask the one black faculty member how he was doing.  

 The second time, Archie was the caregiver when I was the hurting person. No national 
news was a part of my pain. One of our sons had an unbelievably bad teacher who happened 
to be African American. She was doing things to her students that had she been white her 
employment would have been terminated. In my playground moms’ group, everyone was tip-
toing around her behavior because no one wanted “to be racist” by complaining appropriately. 
It seemed to me we were judging her by the color of her skin and not her effectiveness as a 
teacher. I talked to Archie about this. Who else could I ask? He affirmed that the playground 
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attitude was in fact a variation of racism, of judging a person by the color of her skin rather 
than by the content of her character. What Archie said encouraged me to do what was right 
for my son, his classmates, and even the teacher: “Just because a person is black doesn’t mean 
she isn’t capable of being wrong.”  

 Archie’s wisdom does not apply just to race. His words apply to anytime we judge a 
person solely on their social location—the combination of how each of us is first seen by 
others based on our race, gender, age, vocation, and address. For example, my current social 
location is white woman in her 60’s serving as a pastor in a Twin Cities’ suburb. To all of us 
who follow him, including both Archie and me, Christ commands “Go therefore and make 
disciples of all nations.”   

 Many years have passed since I graduated from PSR. This month, June 2020, our 
sermon series is based on the Gospel lectionary readings under the broad name “Open Our 
Eyes.” When I printed out the UMC Discipleship Ministries commentary for this series, 
George Floyd was still alive and not at all famous. I find great irony of the Holy Spirit that this 
Sunday Methodists across the connection are beginning a sermon series titled “Open Our 
Eyes” as part of our “See All the People” campaign. It seems the eyes of the world have been 
opened to the ongoing American struggle with race. Even trying to escape the news coverage 
with my two favorite sewing podcasts, I could not escape. Both women felt a need to speak 
about their faith as Christians as they rejected racism in America. One is among those who just 
woke up to racism. The other is my age, and like me woke to racism years ago. This week she 
thought mostly of her friend’s young sons growing up black in America. No matter where one 
turns, the story is there. The irony of a United Methodist sermon series published in early May 
with the title “Open Our Eyes” seems fully Spirit driven to this “lectionary preacher.”  

 We have so many perspectives on race in America. What therefore are we to do with 
Christ’s Great Commission this week?  

 First, we should read the whole thing and not just stop at “all nations.” We should 
finish reading and hear what Christ went on to say we were to do after we went “to preach the 
Gospel, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; and 
teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you. And remember, I am with you 
always, to the end of the age.” Christ said that there are four things to do as we “Go therefore. 
. ..” This week, I plan to take them on backwards and invite you to do ponder remembering 
and baptizing with me in the time we have left.  

Because we have now read all of Christ’s Great Commission, the second thing we 
should do is remember Christ is with us in this present age. Just because we are living through 
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hard times, we are not abandoned by Christ. Nor should we be abandoned by each other. It is 
in conversation with another person that Christ often speaks.  

Readers of my musings in our Daily Church Epistle know that last Tuesday I chose to 
go to Mondovi to meet with my current mentee Jeong rather than to join the clergy march in 
Minneapolis. In so many ways, I am to Jeong what Archie is to me. But our common ground 
also includes being clergywomen in the very multiracial United Methodist Church. We both 
have multiple cross racial friendships. While Jeong is Korean and her current appointment to 
Mondovi is cross-racial, I have served three cross racial appointments since Archie put my 
stole on my shoulders at graduation and sent me into the world as one who had “mastered 
divinity.” (That friends, is a seminary joke, what fool can claim to master God!) My 
conversation with Jeong went to places of depth that I can’t often go with clergy in 
denominations that still either don’t ordain women or just started to do so recently. Last 
Tuesday I was so thankful that I am a Methodist Christian and that I am secure among all the 
nations at Christ’s table.   

Remembering Christ is with us, moves quickly for me to teaching as a way of being his 
disciple. How do we who are blessed with both memory and the experience of a multinational 
denomination teach when the volume on racism is so loud in the streets and on the airwaves? 
That is tough, because the answer in good teaching is that we must first listen and then 
respond. In the Gospels, listening and then speaking is how Jesus taught his disciples and the 
Pharisees. Jesus never appeared to be listening to react, but always listened to respond to the 
person in front of him. In Lent 2020, our sermon series focused on conversations Jesus had 
with other people. If we, my self included, were to reread and mull over those Scriptures, it 
would help us imitate Jesus in our next conversation. We would respect Nicodemus’ education 
as a Pharisee. We would honor the Samaritan heritage of woman at the well who gave us our 
drink. We would have an honest conversation with Martha over her actual concerns when her 
brother had just died without assuming we knew how she felt. If one made a list of the 
differences between the best teacher one ever had and the worst teacher one ever had, the 
ability to listen and then respond would be high on the list. 

As Christians we should study how Jesus listened and then practice what we learned. 
We would master the basic open question of hello, “How are you today?” It must be more 
than just the polite formal greeting “How do you do?” A question is only good only if we let it 
go beyond formality and into honesty.  

As imitators of Christ, we can embody in this present chaos a way of being that heals. 
Paul describes it well in his dismissal to the church in Corinth: “Brothers and sisters, fare well. 
Put things in order, listen to encourage one another, agree with one another, live in peace; and 
the God of love and peace will be with you.”  Amen. 


