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As a church, we have been working through Bishop Scott Jones’ book
“The Evangelism of God & Neighbor” for the past few weeks. Each
week we have been using one part of a chapter for a focal point in our
worship service. This week we are considering how evangelism and
formation are interconnected. Evangelism is the act of sharing the
Good News with other people. Formation is a bit different.

In this context, formation is how the spiritual process changes us and
forms us. When I was growing up, a simile was used in the Christian
circles I frequented to describe what Bishop Jones calls formation. One
popular way to describe coming to belief is asking Jesus to come and
live in our hearts. Historically, that’s maybe the place for the Holy Spirit
to dwell, but the phrase “Ask Jesus into your heart” is kind of
widespread and hard to argue with at this point.

When many people first come to believe, their lives are in rough shape,
kind of like a run down cabin in the woods. As Jesus comes to live with
us, something happens. The more time we spend around Jesus, the
more we remember that Jesus is described as the son of a carpenter
by many translations in the Bible. It sometimes starts slowly: a squeaky
hinge is oiled or a hole is patched, but the more time we spend around
Jesus the Carpenter’s son, the more things tend to get fixed up. To put
it in the words of Bishop Jones on page 91: “As the new believer
makes progress toward Christian maturity, there are multiple



conversions as the individual gives more and more of the self to
Christ.”

In other words, as we continue to grow in faith, there are moments
when we and our lives are changed over and over again. This
shouldn’t be shocking to us. We know that the act of spending time
around God and the community of faith can change us over time. We
call that formation. Many people are familiar with one of the most
classic methods of formation. Sunday School intentionally helps people
to spend time doing multiple things like studying the Bible, praying, and
being with other Christians. It is a form of formation. Sermons, songs,
and acts of worship help to form us too. Reading books, listening to
podcasts, and even walking in the woods praying are other ways we
engage in acts of formation.

Formation is incredibly important. There are places throughout our
scriptures where we are called to engage in this type of behavior.
Hebrews 10:25 encourages us to not stop meeting together, but
instead to continue to encourage each other. In other words, do not
stop spending time with other Christians. Instead, keep on helping
each other to be formed in faith through encouragement. Proverbs
27:17 tells us: “Iron sharpens iron, and one person sharpens the wits
of another.” The scriptures are full of many encouragements for the
community to continue to engage in formation together.

What does this have to do with evangelism though? Yes, Bishop Jones
did say that there are moments of conversion over and over again on
the path of faith, but what does this really have to do with sharing the
good news?

To put it simply, there’s a misconception about Christianity. People out
there in the world often look at examples of Christians and think that



the person they see is exactly what every Christian looks like. Perhaps
they see someone screaming into a bullhorn at a football game and
believe that Christianity requires a bullhorn and an ability to stand over
everyone else in judgment. Perhaps they see the successful pastor of
a megachurch on television and think that they’ll never get their teeth
quite that white and shiny, so why bother?

To be fair, most of us really cannot judge them, can we? Perhaps we
read about monks and nuns who give everything they have to the
needy and stand in awe. How could we ever be as faithful as them?
Maybe we remember the Sunday School teacher who was so patient
when we derailed class as kids and recall how we swore after we
burned our hand on a pot. How could we ever be as patient as them?
Perhaps we are jealous of the people who helped at the funeral this
weekend. They can help time and time again with boundless energy
while we keep wishing the lawn would stop growing, the weeds would
stop spreading, and that we could just relax. It is easy to look at
someone who has years of practice and growth while feeling either
jealous or inferior. To be fair, it can also be tough to see someone with
boundless energy and youth while you take an aspirin after helping all
day. It can be tough to see people who seem to have everything all
together.

It is easy to see Christianity as being one particular way, but to be
honest, that really isn’t fair. For most Christians throughout history,
faithfulness has been described as a process that begins right where a
person happens to start their journey. Many preachers began their
journey by sitting in the church nursery. Some of the old faithful
members started their service by washing dishes after church dinners.
People who are seemingly giants in the faith often start with small first
steps.



One of the reasons I love the passage we read out of Proverbs is that
it shows a deep reverence in the scriptures for the world around them.
The scripture writers noticed that the ants were present in their homes
and out in the world every single year. Time and time again, year after
year, these tiny little ants would be present despite the hardest, coldest
winters. How? They saw that the ants gathered food and understood
that their work during times of plenty helped them to live through
moments of scarcity.

The writers saw the locust swarming across the lands as horrific
destroying swarms and noticed that nobody was in charge. As
terrifying as those swarms could be, there is something amazing about
the fact that they exist in that way. The writers saw that the simple
badger could exist in the harshest of environments and that the lowest
of lizards could find a way into the most regal of places. In nature,
there was wisdom.

I was contemplating this passage as I was reading through Bishop
Jones’ chapter when it struck me. The challenge of formation is that we
often feel as if we need to be at the end when we are just beginning. If
this were a race, we feel as if we need to be at the finish line as the
race begins. In nature, there’s a great example of amazing architecture
that can help us to understand our challenges.

In a tree outside of Binghamton there is a wasp nest hanging in a pine
tree. That same nest is on our bulletin cover and projected on the wall.
The nest itself is a thing of amazing beauty and simplicity. Although
almost papery, the nest is waterproof. Although high in the air, the nest
is secure against the tree. Although out in the open, the nest finds itself
in the shade during the heat of the day. Although crushable with bare
hands, the wasp queen rests safely inside. It is an amazing home for a
fascinating creature. The wasp queen is truly regal in her home.



Do you know how that home came to be? Early in the spring, when it
was still cold, the queen began to build. It went to and fro looking for
plants. The wasp chewed what it found, mixed it with saliva, and began
to build. Little by little the home was built, the eggs were laid, and the
hive grew from nothing but a solitary wasp carrying fertilized eggs and
a bunch of leaves.

Such an amazing structure built from what was simply around. What
can we learn from this? We spend so much time expecting to be
somewhere we are not, but the good news is that we don't need to find
a perfect life to find a home. God can work with what is here in our
midst. Like a wasp chewing on leaves, God can build in the midst of
the wilderness. Everything doesn’t need to be a garden: the living God
can work right here and right now.

When we commit ourselves to sharing the good news, it is important to
remember that God’s love can work in the lives of people. We do not
need to worry about changing a person before God can work in their
lives, God can be trusted with the people around us. Little by little, God
can work in a life if we allow God the space. We do not need to worry
about finding the perfect person. There already was a perfect person
and that is who we are sharing with others.

To be clear, this same truth applies to us. We may feel jealous of our
neighbor, worried about what isn’t perfect, or concerned about how we
don’t meet our own expectations. God can work in us too. If we can
make space, the Living God can bless us right where we stand.

As we move forward, we have a prayer in our bulletin. I want to invite
you to a few moments of silence before we pray...


