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The Courage to Try

Rev. Dr. Zina Jacque
I must be a slow learner, for when God wants me to get something it seems I encounter the topic again and again.  This time, it seems, God wanted me to focus on the courage to try.  I first met the topic while reading Three Cups of Tea a book loaned to me by Phil Tardrew. 
Hoping not to reveal more of the story than I should; the main character is a man named Greg Mortenson.  His story opens with a failed attempt to summit the second highest peak in the world, Everest’s little sister, K2.  However, his inability to stand atop this peak placed him exactly where God could use him.  After beginning his descent off the mountain Mortenson became lost.  Wandering alone, separated from his guide, three months without a shower, he finally stumbles into the Pakistani village of Korphe.  
Though a stranger, though not of their kind, dirty and without the strength to be gracious; Mortenson is welcomed by the leaders of this tiny Muslim village.  Over a period of weeks the residents of Korphe embrace and nurture him back to health.  During his convalescence Mortenson learns that though the residents of this ancient village live close to hunger and away from the modern means to make life easy, they live lives of tradition and honor.  Taken in especially by the children, Mortenson asks to see their school.  Here, in his own words, is what he sees.  
After . . . breakfast . . . [a village elder] led [me] up a steep path to a vast open ledge.  The view was exquisite, with the ice giants of the upper [range] razored into the blue far above [the village’s] gray rock walls.  But [I] wasn’t admiring the scenery.   [I] was appalled to see eighty two children . . . kneeling on the frosty ground.   [My guide] . . . said the village had no school, and the Pakistani government didn’t provide a teacher.  A teacher cost the equivalent of $1.00 a day . . . which was more than the village could afford.  So . . .  a teacher, [shared] with the neighboring village . . . taught in Korphe three days a week.  The rest of the time the children were left alone to practice lessons he left behind.  [I] watched, [my] heart in [my] throat, as the students . . . sat in a neat circle[on the cold ground]; copying multiplication tables [by scratching] in the dirt with sticks   . . . brought for that purpose. . . .
  

Standing on that rough and barren terrain, out in the Himalayan cold, Mortenson discovers he does have the courage to try.  This one man looks up and promises to bring a school to the village of Korphe.  Though he has no idea how he will accomplish his task, and no means by which to begin, his trip up that ledge inspired him to find the courage to try.  
But God and God’s relentless self was not through with me yet.  I finished the book weeks ago and held in my heart what it meant to have the courage to try.  But there was more for me to learn about this topic.  Over the course of the past three days I have been in an accelerated course and the upshot of it all was that wanted to ask me a question.  God want to know, “Zina do you have the courage to try?”  

You see by the gift of a friend I was able to attend a conference on leadership, held at Willow Creek.  During these three days I was again given a glimpse of people who had the courage to try.  Colin Powell, Jimmy Carter, Carly Fiorina (the only woman to ever lead a Fortune 25 company), Harvard Business School guru Michael Porter and Patrick Hughes a boy born without eyes or the full use of his limbs; each offered stories, and each had a focus on the courage to try.  
Colin Powell spoke about entering the U.S. Army 10 scant years after Truman desegregated it.  He spoke about finding the courage to fulfill the dreams of 300 years of black soldiers who had come before him and had been without the opportunity to be elevated into positions of power.  He talked about finding the courage to try even when the odds were stacked against him. 

Jimmy Carter, our 39th President, taught with elegance and eloquence about the courage to try when people tell you peace cannot be had.  He talked about trying because you know your attempts are right, and moral, and good.  He spoke of the courage to try no matter what others say or others will not do, because the cost of not trying is too costly for generations living and yet unborn.

But during the last session on the last day, God had one more lesson for me.  Patrick Hughes, the boy without eyes, who could not walk, whose hands were incompletely formed; was the most profound example of courage.  Wheel chair bound he came onto the stage and without benefit of training he accompanied himself on the piano and sang of the blessings in his life.  
As I watched Patrick my mind raced to the people of this church who also  have the courage to try.  Lauren, you inspire me, your smile, your love of God, and your desire to be a light in our community proves you have the courage to try.  Betty Mitchell, you inspire me because you and others led this church to be a beloved community for immigrants when others simply turned away.  You had the courage to try.  Bill when it was time to find an interim leader to guide this historic church from one level to the next, you and the team you lead had the courage to try and you hired a young, newly minted seminarian and Sarah Jay lead this church with skill and with grace.  Andrew and Grace, my powerful and strong young people, you have the courage to try.  In just a few hours you will join dani and Minster Ashley and move into a place you have not been before.  You will travel to do service in God’s name and you will give of your time and your heart.  It may not be easy, you will learn, your courage will grow, and you will be changed.  I am so proud of you because Andrew and Grace because you have the courage to try.  

But as I thought about Greg Mortenson, as I thought about the people I heard and                                                                      experienced at the conference, as I thought about you, the courageous members of this church – and there are many more than I mentioned – I felt as if I were still missing something that God wanted me to get.  So I asked God, why so many examples?  Why this focus on the courage to try.  And in the midst of a prayer it became clear.  All of these examples were meant for you and for me as preparation for what God is about to do in us, with us, and through us.  
You see Community Church; we are entering a new phase.  A phase when we hope to grow, a phase when we desire to be more visible in the city and beyond, a phase when we want to share the love of our Savior with those who already know him and with those who do not.  We are about to enter a phase suffused with so many hopes for our congregation, for our community; and God wants to be sure we are ready, that we have the courage to try.  
And so this morning, I would ask, do we have the courage to try; the courage to try the things that will grow our church, that will deepen our knowledge of God, that will strengthen our faith; that will prepare us to be what God is calling us to be a place of hope, a place of peace, a place of nurture, a place of love where the stories of God and God’s son are told and lived with joy.  Do we have the courage to step up to the task of developing and supporting a program of Christian Education for us and for the ones that will come to join us?  Do we have the courage to go out and talk to others about what God is doing on this corner?  Do we have the courage to invite others to come and see the joy and the fellowship that pours into this sanctuary every Sunday morning and is poured into the hearts of all who come through that door?  Do we have the courage to tell our stories to others, stories of the love of a God who keeps us, even when we cannot keep ourselves, a God who fills us, who desires a relationship with us, who invites us to be salt and light in the world?  Do we have the courage to try and make a difference in our own lives, in our community and in the world?  
God gave me access to all of these stories of courage because God wants me to know what courage looks like and to be able to identity it here.  And so I tell you that in my heart I do believe that we have the courage to try; the courage to be all that God has called us to be.  And, just as God placed me in the path of men and women who had the courage to try, this morning God places all of us in the path of five sisters, who had that kind of courage and who can teach us what we must do with our courage to try.  

You see, just like us Community Church, these sisters were in a transitional period.  And it was a period filled with the danger of making important decisions.  Their father had died and because of the cultural conditions of their context and the fact their father had left no male heirs, they and all of their father’s possessions were about to be passed on to his male next of kin.  The sisters faced a situation where it seemed the odds were stacked against them.  Though they did not know how they would bring about a change, because of the stark reality of their situation, they knew they had to find the courage to try.  

Though their situation is different from ours, the stakes are no less high.  The sisters are in a fight for the relevancy of their lives.  They are in a fight to secure the right to be and to be fully who God created them to be.  The Christian Church, in the 21st century, and the Community Church of Barrington in particular, are in a similar fight.  It we are to be relevant, if we are to be inspiring, if we are to be attractive, if we are to be who God created us to be; then like the sisters we must face a stark reality . . . that the church has failed at many things.  In our generation, by the power of God’s spirit and with the courage to try, we must be transformed into a church now ready to love, to nourish, to build up and to be the symbol of God’s kingdom of justice, righteous and peace here on earth.  

Easy, not on your life, but like the sisters, we must find the courage to try.  And I believe God brings us this text this morning so that we might learn how the sisters applied their courage in the midst of dire circumstances.  

Three things I believe we can learn from Zelophehad’s daughters.  The first is that everything they needed to apply their courage to change their fate was given by God before they were aware.  Even their names, I imagine, tell us this is true.  One is named Mahlah and her name means sickness.  Mahlah had learned through her trials that she had the courage to persevere, and she brought that courage to the tent of meeting.  Hoglah’s name means sneaky little bird.  This was the woman who could gather information; who had the ability to slip in and out of places.  She had discovered that her gift afforded her sisters knowledge they needed, and this brought her courage.  Milcah’s name means queen. This was the sister whose regal bearing caused others to stop and listen; who upon entering a room commanded attention and respect.  Her given talents gave courage to her sisters to walk into places others feared to go.  Noah’s name means movement and maybe she is the one who would not let inertia overcome the sister’s courage to try.  And Tirzah’s name means delightfulness.  It was her internal courage that may have helped keep the spirits of the sisters high.  Somehow every gift they needed was found among them.  
Every gift that is needed to touch the heart of Barrington and beyond is either already here or God will send it.  Every gift that is needed to be a beacon of hope, a place of learning, a source of joy, is right here; if only we, like the sisters will focus on God and not on the challenges we face.  

The second thing the sisters teach us is that the courage to try operates best when we stand together.  Please note, when the sisters showed up at the tent of meeting they did not show up one by one or as individuals.  They showed up and they stood together.  They stood together because they knew there was power in their unity.  They stood together because they garnered support from one another.  My brothers and my sisters, as a church, as a body of believers, we must stand together.  No, we may not all agree, no we may not all see the world in the same way; but on the issues of importance, the sisters teach us to stand together.  Whatever disagreements they had, and having worked with women in the church much of my life, I as sure these sisters had some disagreements; but whatever they were the sisters worked them out before they got to the tent.  

Just like the sisters we will have to work out our differences before we get to the tent.  We must be able to stand together on the moral ground of what is right and what is just; for when we do, that which is unjust must bow and that which is wrong must give way to the right.  

Finally the sisters’ ability to make the most of their courage may find its fullest measure in their willingness to speak up.  These women spoke truth to power.  They told their story to Moses and to Eleazar the priest.  They spoke truth and they asked the right question.  Why should our Father’s name disappear from the clan because he had no sons?  Beloved, the power of the right question is often more important than the answer it elicits.  This church will be called to speak up as issues come to bear in our community and beyond.  Not always will we have an answer but we, like the sisters, can speak up and ask right question.  For the power of the right question is the power to create introspection, open dialogue, and create knowledge.
Yes, like the sisters we must learn we have what we need, we must stand together and we must speak up.  And like the sisters when we do these things we will always meet with success right, no.  You see that’s why I selected the text from I Timothy to accompany our investigation of the courage to try.  For Paul, the architect of the early church, the author of 2/3 of the New Testament, the one chosen to bring the good news of Jesus crucified, risen and coming again to the Gentile world; Paul had the courage to try but not all of his efforts turned out as he hoped.  Churches he started fell back into pagan practices.  People he trusted turned on him and tore his heart apart.  The courage to try does not always result in a victorious end.  

But still Paul tells us not to lose courage, he tells us to fight the good fight, to finish the course and to know the one who loves us will reward us when we see him face to face.  

Community Church we must find the courage to try, to be all that God wants us to be; knowing that not all of our efforts will turn out as we hope, not all of the people will be what we thought.  Yet, if you and I have the courage of Zelophehad’s daughters, if we have the courage of those who are in our midst, if we have the courage to try; then God will be pleased, his name will be praised, and the world will know that those who gather on the corner of Lincoln and Grove were and are a courageous people in Love with God, unafraid to try.  Yes I do believe we have the courage to try.
� Greg Mortenson and David Oliver Relin.  Three Cups of Tea.  Penguin Books, New York, New York, 2006 (pp. 31-33).
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