
My grandmother took me on a trip when I was 25.  It was wonderful. We traveled through Spain, 
France, and then northern Germany where my family’s gravesites dot the cemeteries of several 
Lutheran churches on the Island of Fehmarn--a small landmass northeast of Hamburg only reachable 
via a gorgeous arched bridge. I got to see a ton of sights and learn a lot about my heritage.  I loved 
every minute of it, especially after I accepted my grandmother’s unique style of traveling. It didn’t 
matter where we’d go, she’d strike up a conversation with anybody. Most people would respond 
cordially in their accented English.  Others, you could tell, were less than thrilled to be talking to 
American tourists.  
 

We’d be riding on the bus and she’d sit by the one person not occupied with anything else and ask 
them a question. Or, we’d be ordering food. I’d get mine and eat it before she’d be done chatting with 
a mom and her little baby in line. We were in Spain and she couldn’t wait to tell any stranger with ears 
that her granddaughter, that’d be me, spoke a little Spanish. Yes, grandma, I’m sure this lady from 
Spain is impressed that an American tourist knows another language besides English.  Or probably 
not, she most likely knew several languages and switched between them on a daily basis.  
  
I love my grandma in so many ways, and suddenly, I also found myself shocked into admiring her 
people skills. Her natural curiosity for people became a quality I’ve been trying to emulate ever since 
we went on that trip. Curiosity about people and the skill of approach, response, and lessened 
reactivity.  For some people, like my grandma, these skills come naturally.  Others, like me, need to 
be continually developing them.  
 

What do I mean by approach, response, and lessened reactivity?  As we constantly observe in the 
news and on social media, reactivity gets us nowhere.  We are a country and a world growing more 
and more divisive because we can, in an instant, press buttons of approval or dislike or hide behind 
screens when blasting our opinions into what’s become a virtual world that’s not even tangibly real. 
Tomorrow we’re celebrating being the land of the free and the home of the brave but acting in such 
ways is not freeing and it certainly isn’t brave. Rather, it’s all guttural, fight or flight behavior we 
engage in while our relationships with warm bodies sitting right next to us go unattended.    
 

On the other hand, having an open approach and a reflective response to another person and his or 
her opinions, lifestyle, and stories--learning or relearning these skills would do our world and 
communities a lot of good. In order for relationships to be sustained and maintained, even when 
disagreements arise, we have to do the face-to-face, reflective acknowledgment of the other.   
 

We’ve talked about forms of reflective relationality in the past. Being reflective, relationally, means we 
do our best to take note of the power dynamics within our relationships. Are one or more persons 
seeking to “power over” a person or others by, say, pretending to know all the answers or forcefully 
getting someone to do something they don’t want to do?  “Powering over” can come in the form of 
best intentions, too, yet people and community groups feeling powerless in the process.  “Powering 
over” others vs. the opposite intention, that of “powering with or alongside” people, is the difference 
between being manipulative and hard-hearted as opposed to relationally reflective.  
 

We’ve also talked about the negative effects of “powering for” others, which sets up relationships of 
dependency, thus stripping people of opportunities to realize their full potential.  The habit we’ve 
gotten into of “powering for” people, especially within our churches sometimes disguised as acts of 
loving service, is also quite reactionary.  Again, we’re well-intentioned, of course, but we’re also being 
reactionary at times.  We see a person with a problem and we want to fix it for them instantly, instead 
of walking alongside them relationally or setting up supports and expectations for a person that can 
accompany him or her throughout the process of turning her or his life around.  Relationships always 
take process.  They take reflection, compromise, and due diligence.   
 



We have two really good stories from Scripture to help articulate the idea of being reflective and 
relational with people. First, our gospel text from last week. If you’ll recall, the text was from Luke, 
chapter 9. It’s here Jesus found himself approaching a Samaritan village in which he was poorly 
received.  James and John, his disciples, reactively ask Jesus if they should pray the fires of hell rain 
upon the Samaritans because of their responses to Jesus’ arrival.  Jesus rebukes them based on 
their reactive, poorly-thought-out, violent suggestion.   
 

Jesus was teaching his disciples that they were being reactive while using their sense of triumphalism 
to feel good about themselves. Triumphalism, or excessive exultation of one’s opinions, is a powerful 
and dangerous drug, closely tied to self-righteousness. It feels so good to be right! To win! To know 
that God is on our side! Yay us! Boo everyone else! Endorphins pump through our bodies, creating 
some sort of high we want to sustain. 
But our Christian history demonstrates that triumphalism is a besetting sin. It doesn’t take long to go 
from rejoicing in the good news of Jesus Christ to attacking those who will not share in our faith or 
opinions. Our history shows that when we have the power to harm others we consider outside our 
circle of triumph, we are likely to use it.  We are likely to power over people.  And Jesus will have 
none of it. 
Jesus’ answer was to rebuke his disciples and then instruct them to get on with the work of the 
gospel. “They went on to another village.” Jesus didn’t let James and John stop to argue or entrench 
themselves there. It wasn’t a contest to see who won. Rather, Jesus said: move on!... When his 
disciples wanted to finger-point, Jesus instead required them to examine their own life commitments, 
calling all who follow him to order their priorities so that their lives are radically free to follow him.    
Today we come across a similar story that invites us to “step out of the reactivity that the world 
around us reinforces.”  Rather than sending out the 12, Jesus prepares 70 people to go out into the 
world.  Jesus sent them out with nothing, except clear commands about how to respond, not react, as 
they engaged the world.  
In verses 5-6 Jesus sends out disciples with a first proclamation, saying “Whatever house you enter, 
first say, ‘Peace to this house!’”  This word of peace is the first word, the opening word, the 
announcing word we need to bring when approaching others.  Notice that Jesus does not tell them to 
do any assessment before making this proclamation. He doesn’t ask them to determine whether this 
house follows the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, whether this house has kept the law or whether 
this house is likely to receive the good news Jesus brings. Jesus doesn’t ask them to do a risk 
assessment or pre-judge whether this house will be worth their time. 
Jesus goes on to instruct them in the dynamic of sharing peace: “if anyone is there who shares in 
peace, your peace will rest on that person; but if not, it will return to you” (verse 6). This verse is 
packed with instructions for reactive people today and is worth taking the time to unpack. First, Jesus 
assumes that these apostles he sends do in fact have peace. Jesus says “Your peace” specifically 
(and not just random, generic peace) will rest on others or return to you. 
As we engage others, we must first be well-grounded in God’s peace, the peace that surpasses all 
understanding. God’s shalom is more than being calm. It is confidence in God’s abiding presence so 
we can also share God’s presence with others. Engaging others means not treating them as objects 
upon which we act, but as sacred others with whom we are called to be fully and peacefully present. 
If they do not share this peace, Jesus does not advise reactivity or scorn. Instead, he reassures his 
followers that their peace is not diminished and cannot be taken away from them: “it will return to 
you”, he says. 
At the end of this section, Jesus instructs them in a second proclamation: “The kingdom of God has 
come near to you” (verse 9). Remarkably, this proclamation applies whether one is welcomed (verse 
8) or not welcomed (verse 10). The kingdom of God is promised to all, to those who receive as well 
as to those who reject. The new kingdom is a new way of understanding all human relationships. 
Indeed, God’s ordering of all things is a life-changing proclamation. And it is for everyone! 
Here again, Jesus does not instruct them to argue, convince, or threaten if they are not welcomed. He 
does advise them to signal their moving on by shaking dust off their shoes (verse 11). In this way, 



they are not weighed down by rejection, or paralyzed with trying to figure out what they did wrong or 
could have done differently to produce a different outcome. Instead, Jesus invites them to move 
forward in the confidence of these two proclamations, “Peace to this house!” and “The kingdom of 
God has come near.” 
As Christians, we can reliably root our lives in these two proclamations -- “Peace to this house!” and 
“The kingdom of God has come near.” This is the good news that we have to share! These keep our 
gaze on God’s activity right in front of us, rather than turning it to blaming, accusing, or judgmental 
analyzing--symptoms that the world’s reactivity uses to hold us in bondage. 
I turn to my grandma again.  She approached people with peace.  She didn’t go into a conversation 
with pre-judgments.  She was open and grateful for another person’s time.  Most importantly, she was 
curious about people.  She was curious about a person's make-up--how God made him, her, or 
them.  If a person didn’t like her questions, she didn’t react negatively.  She moved on. If she didn’t 
agree with someone, she held steady by finding some sort of value in pursuing the relationship 
anyway. She still does this, to this day. What gifts she had. What gifts she has! These are skills that 
may not come naturally for many of us, but skills worth developing as we work to welcome people into 
our midst and enact God’s kingdom come here on earth as it is in heaven.   
The future of our society and well-being pretty much depends on our ability to remember or develop 
skills to be relationally reflective and welcoming.  May we make this our renewed pursuit and united 
mission as we share God’s love with the world. Amen.       

 


