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Non-Christians draw attention to the poor by
standing in the dirtiest sewer!

f you happen to be travelling in the city of Madras in India, in

1990, about four years ago, you would have seen a very strange
sight. You would have seen three Australians standing in a sewer!
There are lots of sewers in Madras and they are said to be the dirtiest
in the world! So standing in the sewer is not exactly the best place to
be in Madras, and these three young Australian men, all in their late
twenties, were standing in a sewer right up to their necks! I would
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have thought that the danger of infection was quite high, not to men-
tion that the smell of the place must have been pretty unpleasant.
They stood there in the sewer from morning till night.

Now you would ask, “What are these people doing in there?” Of
course, quite some crowd gathered around to see what these crazy
foreigners were doing in the sewers in the slum district of Madras.
Soon, this found its way to the newspapers, and reporters came to
find out what these three were doing. This was exactly their
intention. They wanted to draw the attention of both the local
residents as well as the media in Madras to the problem of the poor
in this slum district. They risked their health, as there was danger of
infection. They risked also being called “crazy” and they were in fact
called that, not only by the media but also by the locals who could
not figure out what they were doing in the sewer. Moreover, they
had left behind the good life in Australia to come and live, not just in
the poverty of India, but in the poorest district of this poor country,
in the slums of Madras. They particularly wanted to draw the
attention of the government to clear the sewers so that the danger
of disease could be minimized for the poor. The sewers have been all
blocked up with garbage, silt, rubbish, therefore, all the waste
material was piling up in the sewers. It was very dangerous for the
health of these very poor people who had no financial means to see
a doctor if they got sick. They could hardly get enough money to get
their daily meals never mind see a doctor.

This was also reported in the Straits Times in Malaysia besides being
reported in Australia and elsewhere in the last two weeks. This
shows that standing in the sewer accomplishes quite a lot of things!
Maybe we can organize a team and [ will stand together with them
in a sewer for a day or so, so that we can to draw attention from the
media to broadcast our need to preach the gospel around the world!



Are you challenged by non-Christians who really
shame the Church?

There is a lot to think about of these three Australians in a sewer. It’s
nowhere reported they are Christians. Why would three Australians
who are not Christians be concerned about the poor people of the
slum district of Madras? I find that really a challenge to me. Does that
challenge you? Sometimes I am so disappointed with Christians
because all they can think about or talk about is “my need, my
problem, my family, my business, my future.” With the coming of
1997, the coming of the return of Hong Kong to China, we have no
time to think about the poor people in Hong Kong, never mind in
Madras. Who cares about India anyway? We’ve got enough problems
of our own. What is your mentality?

Since you got up this morning, it is “My back aches. My legs are
hurting. My head is sore because I didn’t sleep too well.” It’s all “me”
and “my” and these three non-Christian Australians put us to shame.
They are not thinking, “Australia’s a nice country, and I'm living very
comfortably.” Those of us who have been to Australia know it is a
nice country. Who wants to go to the heat and the dirt of India like
them? Sometimes the non-Christians really shame us, and I want to
hold these non-Christians as a kind of challenge in front of us to see
whether the Christian can even reach the non-Christian standard. I
have many, many times said to Christians that we often fail to reach
even the standard of non-Christians. When [ was a non-Christian, my
standard was pretty high, and I often felt that the Christians were
not up to my standard, so why should I become a Christian? Now that
is a good question. Why should your friends become Christians?
Why should your brothers and sisters who are not Christians
become Christians? Why should your parents become Christians?
Maybe they are better than Christians. They care more about others
than Christians do.



The Church’s God-given mission: Preach the gospel

to the poor and needy

What am [ getting at? Well, | am preaching today about the God-
given mission of the church, and since I am speaking on the occasion
of an ordination, I am also speaking about what is a pastor’s
responsibility in the church that he is to shepherd, to care for. What
is the direction? What is the goal? What is the church? What is its
mission?

[ want to start with the first challenge, that if the church - which
consists of you and me - cannot live up to the standard of even some
non-Christians, [ would say that we have no message to give to the
world, have we? If we are less concerned about the welfare of the
non-Christians, of the poor and needy than non-Christians are, what
is our function? Is the church just a gathering of people who simply
say, “I believe in this and I believe in that?” That is fine if you believe
in all these things. But if you believe in all these things and if it
doesn’t make any difference to how you live today, how you live in
the future, if other people look at you and say, “Your standard is
below that of the non-Christians,” then what message do you
present? What challenge have you got?

The other day, one of our co-workers kept talking to me about her
problems, her future and her needs. And after a while, I got very tired
of this and I was very blunt, and said, “How is it that I recall in the
last two or three years in my conversations with you, I can only hear
from you about your needs, your problems and your future? Maybe
that is where your problem is. If for once you can forget about
yourself, your needs and your problems, maybe your problems will
no longer be that serious. I'm waiting to hear you discuss with me
the needs of your teammates, of the church in which you serve, of
the needs of the non-Christians.”

[ speak of this from my own experience. Some people ask me, “How
do you handle your own problems and spiritual needs? Do you have



problems?” I replied, “Maybe I have, but [ don’t have time to think
about them. And for that reason, probably I don’t have any prob-
lems.” One is so busy dealing with other people’s needs and prob-
lems that one has no time to think whether or not one has problems.
Maybe if I had too much time on my hands, [ might have enough time
to think about my problems if I have any. In the meantime, I don’t
have time to think about this. One’s life is given over to caring for
others. One hasn’t got time to think about one’s own problems.

Many Christians have so many problems because they are thinking
about themselves all the time. If for once you can forget about
yourself and think about other people’s needs and other people’s
problems, to your surprise, you might find that your problems are
not that serious. That was what I was trying to tell this co-worker.
This co-worker had no problems that were very serious. But if you
keep focussing on every small problem that you have, “Oh, my back
is so sore I'll die of this backache!” I haven’t heard of anyone dying
from backaches, but if you keep worrying about it, one of these days,
it might just do that for you. Why not just forget about it? Maybe that
is the best way to deal with it.

[ am now speaking as one who knows what backache is. If [ did not
have backache, I wouldn’t use that example. Sometimes, when I go
out with the co-workers, I say to them after walking one or two
hundred feet, “I have to humble myself now,” and they see me squat
down to alleviate the pain in the back. Then after one or two minutes
when it’s not as painful, I stand up and we walk another few hundred
yards, and then they see me squat down again. I have to keep hum-
bling myself which is very good for my soul. But I don’t have to crip-
ple myself thinking about my terrible back day and night. Christians
can be so occupied with themselves. Think about the three
Australians in the sewer. Every time you keep having the temptation
to think about your own disastrous life and all the problems you are
involved in, it’s time to think of others. That is our calling if you are
part of the church.



Gandhi, a Hindu, modeled his life on Jesus

How did these three young Australians come to this idea of caring
for the poor in India? It was through watching a film called Gandhi.
The well-known director, Richard Attenborough produced this film
about the life of this great Indian leader. Now talking about non-
Christians, [ would say that Gandhi could put most of us to shame by
his outstanding quality of life, his willingness to pour out himself for
the needs of his nation, particularly for the poor of his people. He
always identified with the poor. Most of you who have ever seen a
picture of Gandhi will remember a very thin man with arms and legs
like sticks, wearing almost nothing. He was half naked most of the
time because he only wore a cloth around his loins just like the poor
people of India who had nothing else. Even though he held the most
powerful position in his country, he had no possessions except his
loin cloth, a pair of glasses, a bowl and a few books. That was about
all he had. I think he did not even consider the books his own. He
was a great man! Surprisingly, he took Christ as his own example
even though he was a Hindu. He was drawn to Christ because Christ
was the one who was always concerned about the poor, and he got
his emphasis on this concern for the poor from Jesus. He did not
abandon Hinduism but he still saw Jesus as the outstanding model
that he would follow.

What we have is a remarkable situation where a non-Christian, a
Hindu who adores Jesus, who follows Jesus’ life example. There are
many Christians who don’t. [ am just wondering who would God pre-
fer at the Judgment? Many Christians claim to believe in Jesus, claim
to have the right doctrines, despise the Hindus for their idolatry and
their wrong religion but whose lives do not show the Christ-like
quality or concern for the poor, or the neighbor, or friend, or room-
mate, or whoever. They are only concerned about themselves. It has
to be “my personal salvation”; I have to be saved. The self-centered-
ness of Christians is enough to make us physically sick!



Gandhi is a non-Christian who lives closer to the ideal of Christ’s life
than almost any Christian that you and I know. You try to name one
Christian that you know who lives a life as close to Christ’s life as
Gandhi. Name one that you know who has turned his back on the
world. Gandhi was a successful lawyer in South Africa, not just some
peasant. He turned his back on the career of law for the sake of
serving his people. Think of him if we congratulate ourselves and get
proud because we have given up something to follow Christ. He was
persecuted by the British, and how many times he went into fasting
for the sake of his people! Several times, he nearly died. He was so
thin because of his long fasts, his austerity. He also spent a long time
in prayer every day. He was a very, very religious man. For the first
time in human history as far as we know, he got the mighty British
Empire at that time, to grant India freedom by purely peaceful
means, what the Hindus call ahimsa, non-violence, not by armed
force. The British either admired him or they were annoyed at him,
but they could not understand him.

What is our mission? Imitate Christ to be concerned
for the poor

What is the mission of the church? Since you and I constitute the
church, it means what is your mission? What is my mission? Our
mission, as the Lord Jesus says, is to bring the gospel to the poor,
wherever they are. Are you fulfilling this commission? You don’t have
to go to Madras right now, like these three Australians, but you can
start with the poor around you. I would like to read you a passage in
Matthew 11:2-6.

Now when John heard in prison about the deeds of the Christ,
he sent word by his disciples and said to him, “Are you the one
who is to come, or shall we look for another?” And Jesus
answered them, “Go and tell John what you hear and see: the
blind receive their sight and the lame walk, lepers are cleansed



and the deaf hear, and the dead are raised up, and the poor have
good news preached to them. And blessed is the one who is not
offended by me.”

When John the Baptist asked the question: “Are you the One sent by
God? Are you the Messiah? Or do we look for someone else?” Jesus
didn’t say, “You should know that I am the Messiah.” John the Baptist
baptized Jesus and the Holy Spirit came down on Jesus in the form
of a dove at that time. John the Baptist should know, but he was in
prison for quite a while and he was no longer very sure. He had
heard things reported to him that did not seem to be consistent with
what he expected the Messiah to do. How did Jesus answer him?
Jesus mentions five miracles, all works of power: the blind receive
their sight, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, and the
dead are raised. After that he mentions a sixth thing: the proclama-
tion of the gospel not just to anyone but specifically the poor. Jesus
was always concerned with the poor.

Gandhi was a Hindu, but why did he understand Jesus’ message
better than most Christians? He modeled his life on Jesus. That is
what every Christian should be doing. That is what the apostle Paul
said, “Be imitators of me as [ am of Christ” (1 Cor. 11:1). Paul is
saying, “Model your life on my life because | model my life on Jesus.”

Jesus brings in the cost: “You come to the cross with
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me.

The true Christian is not just someone who believes this, that and
the other thing. It’s wonderful and it’s important to believe that Jesus
died for us because it’s true. But to accept that and say, “I'm saved
because of that” doesn’t cost you a thing. Jesus wanted to bring in
the cost. He said, “You cannot be my disciple unless you take up your
cross. It’s not enough to believe that [ went to the cross and died for
you. You come to the cross with me. Model your life on mine.” Gandhi



understood that perfectly. Up to now the Christians still don’t
understand.

Do you know what is the result? The result is that the non-Christians
don’t want to listen to you. The result is that the church has no
meaning in the world. You know it. Ask your non-Christian friends if
they are impressed with the church. Of course not! Who cares about
the church? The church has failed its mission. The church has no
mission in the world because non-Christians don’t listen to you. You
have nothing to say that they want to hear.

A Christian who imitates Jesus’ life does mighty

deeds by the Holy Spirit

What did the Lord Jesus say to John the Baptist’s disciples? “Tell your
master what you see and hear!” And what do they hear and see?
Mighty deeds! Who performs the mighty deeds? The person who
models his life on Jesus. We don’t see many mighty deeds because
there are very few people who model their lives on Jesus. Don’t think
because you believe this and that you can do mighty deeds. You
know very well you cannot. The power to perform mighty deeds
comes from living in the power of God’s Holy Spirit, who always causes
us to model our lives on Jesus.

“As many as are led by the Spirit of God, these are the children of
God,” Paul says in Romans 8:14. Are the children of God those who
say, “I believe this and I believe that”? Paul says, “No, those who are
led by the Holy Spirit are the children of God.” Where does God’s
Spirit lead us? To follow Jesus in his steps. What does Paul mean in
Romans 8:29, “God has predestined us to be conformed to the image
of his Son”? It means that God’s Holy Spirit helps us to model our life
on Jesus, and makes us like Christ.



A pastor should imitate Jesus’ life and lead his
church to do likewise

But do you hear this message preached much these days? No. It’s just
a question of believe this and believe that. It costs nothing to anyone.
It is what we call in theology, “cheap grace” or “easy believism.” The
theologians understand the problem. It seems that most pastors
don’t. [ don’t say all pastors don’t.

What is the work of a pastor? First, he himself must model his life on
Jesus, and then call the whole church to follow after and model their
lives on him. When you do that, the world will take notice. Then the
world will say, “I see something different. I see something
outstanding about these people.” When you speak about Jesus they
will say, “I know. I see it in your life.” That is the important thing.

[ always feel that I have only succeeded (I have to humble myself
again this time, but not because of my back) when someone says to
me, “I have fellowshipped with you for a time, and I notice that you
are different. There is something about your life quality that stands
out.” And sometimes the power of that difference is quite remark-
able.

Live like Christ to shine forth God’s glory, then
outreach non-Christians

I remember clearly about an Indian student when [ was in the Bible
Institute in Scotland. The Bible Institute was very full and we had to
take turns to live in the Y.M.C.A next door. An Indian student, a
Hindu, studying in another college often watched us Christians very
carefully to see what we did. After several months, he came to me
one day when I happened to be down with the flu. He came into my
room and said, “I want to talk to you about Christianity.”
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[ said to him, “You’d best come back another day because I've got the
flu and if you keep talking to me, you're going to catch the flu as well.
[ don’t want you to catch the flu. Why don’t you come back another
day?”

He said, “No, no, no. I can’t wait until another day. I want to talk to
you now.”

[ thought, “He’s been with us for so many months at the Y.M.C.A., and
of all days he wants to talk to me, [ have the flu!” But the Spirit of God
was working so powerfully in him that he insisted that he must talk
with me. So I said, “Okay, you stand further away. Don’t come too
close.”

He sat at the foot of the bed and he asked me, “How can I become a
Christian?”

So I asked him, “Why do you want to become a Christian?”

He said, “Because I've been watching you all, and I see something
different about you.”

[ said, “Yeah? What do you see?” He said, “Well, I don’t know what it
is, but there’s something different about you people. Maybe it is that
you are like Christ somehow.”

[ said, “Really? So what do you want to do?”

He said, “Well,  want to be like that too. I want to become a Christian.
I want to follow Jesus.”

[ said, “Do you know what cost is involved?”
He said, “I don’t mind what the cost is. Just tell me what I have to do.”

So I explained to him and he knelt down beside my bed and through
repentance of sin, he committed himself to follow Jesus. Of course,
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he also got the flu which he did not mind at all. Years later, he still
continued to follow Jesus.

What drew him was not that we were preaching to people in the
Y.M.C.A. What drew him to God was that he looked at our lives and
decided there is something unique about us. It was not that I opened
some book and preached to him and said, “This is the best and most
important thing. It doesn’t cost you anything and you won’t even get
the flu. Just believe in Jesus.” No, that doesn’t draw. And if you make
someone that kind of Christian, that person cannot stand.

[ hope that you grasp this high calling that is given to us. Our mission
is to so live like Christ that we shine forth the glory of God. Then we
go and reach out to the non-Christians, and not wait for them to
come to us. It's good that we students were in the Y.M.C.A. because
if they lived in the Bible Institute, the non-Christians could not see
us. It's because we had to live outside that the non-Christians had a
chance to watch us and see what we really are.

Does your life stand up to examination? When people look at your
life, do they say, “Wow! This person is different!” Or do they say,
“Huh! Any non-Christian is better. Why should I be a Christian?” The
reason I did not want to be a Christian for so long was because the
lives of the Christians I knew were so sub-standard. The non-
Christians I knew were better than the Christians.

A Christian’s mission is: Preach to the poor by the
power of God

To John the Baptist’s question: “Are you the Anointed One of God?
Are you from God?”, Jesus’ answer was, “The poor have the good
news preached to them. You see the works of power and you see that
[ have gone out to preach to the poor.”
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Are you a true Christian? Can you answer in the same way that Jesus
answered John the Baptist? “Yes, God’s power is being manifested
through me. It's God’s power, not mine. And do you see what
happens? I go out and preach the good news to the poor by the
power of God.” Can you say that? That is fulfilling our mission. Our
mission is to bring the good news to the poor. All the mighty works
have no value on their own. They are there to confirm that God’s
power is working in the preaching of the gospel. When you preach
the gospel, great things will happen. [ know that from my experience
as | have shared before. Can you share that from your experience
too?

Four things which the church should have in order to
fulfill its mission

When I look at these three Australians who stood in the sewer, I see
four things which the church should have in order to fulfill its
mission.

1. Vision: See a need and go to meet it

First, they have a vision. What is a vision? A vision is to see a need
and go and meet it. They were in a comfortable land, Australia, in
their comfortable homes, but they saw the suffering poor in far-
away Madras, in all the filth, smell, health hazard and heat. And they
had a vision: Let’s go and help those people.

Isaiah had a vision of God in Isaiah 6: 8. God said, “Whom shall I send
and who will go for Us?” And Isaiah said, “Lord, send me.” It took a
vision of God himself. These men also had a vision, not as great and
as glorious as Isaiah’s, but it was enough to spark off the desire: “We
live a very nice, comfortable life. Let’'s go and help those people
there.”
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There is much joy in helping other people. Try it sometimes. Serving
other people is a joy of its own. Have you ever given a few coins to a
beggar by the roadside? If you have, you will notice the good feeling
you have afterwards. You gave out one Hong Kong dollar and you
felt very good. For one Hong Kong dollar you bought so much happi-
ness. These Australians responded to a vision of a need that had to
be met, and it brought them joy.

2. Compassion — Say, “Here | am, I'll go.”

The second thing which is quite unique is that they had compassion.
If you see there is a need but you don’t have any compassion, you
would say, “There is a need but let someone else meet it.” It is com-
passion that says, “Here I am, I'll go.” Don’t think that non-Christians
have no compassion.

On the Day of Judgment, we will have many surprises, and Paul has
prepared our minds for such surprises. He says in Romans 2:26 that
there are non-Christians who, not having the law yet, by nature fulfill
what the law demands. That is one of the most mysterious state-
ments to a theologian, that a non-Christian could somehow fulfill
what the law demands which normally even a Christian cannot
fulfill. How do we understand this? Perhaps we cannot.

Let us never look down at a non-Christian and say, “I'm a Christian.
I'm saved. I'm the elect. I can talk down to the non-Christian.” Don’t
be surprised that the non-Christian may be better than you and me.
[ wouldn’t be surprised that Gandhi is far greater than I am. Perhaps
he has a place in the kingdom of God that might not be granted to
some of us. And you would say, “What? A Hindu in the kingdom of
God?” It's important for you to grasp that God does not concern
himself with doctrines; he concerns himself with what you are.

In the Parable of the Sheep and the Goats in Matthew 25:31-46, at
the Judgment, Jesus did not ask the sheep, “Did you believe the right
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doctrines? You are a fundamentalist, so you go to heaven! The other
fellow is a liberal, so he goes to hell!” He did not ask, “What do you
believe?” He said to the sheep, “When I was in prison, you came to
visit me. When I was hungry, you fed me. When [ was thirsty, you
gave me drink. When I was naked, you clothed me. You are blessed
of God.” It is the kind of life you live that God is concerned about. What
you believe in your head is up to you, but if what you believe in your
head does not translate into life, it has no value in God’s eyes. Believe
me, it has no value. It must translate into life. Right doctrine must
translate into right living. Where there is no right living, your
doctrine is not right.

3. Commitment

The third thing these Australians had was commitment. They were
committed. You can have a feeling of compassion and think, “Yeah,
they have a need and I feel so sorry for them, but right now I have
too many things to do. I have no time. In fact, I don’t even have time
to go to church. [ don’t have time to go to Bible studies. Where do I
have time to care for these people?” They had a commitment that
caused them to turn their backs on a comfortable living in a comfort-
able country, their jobs, their careers, and they went out to help the
poor. It makes me feel ashamed of the church. I feel so ashamed that
we cannot match these Australian young men.

4. Perseverance

The fourth thing that they had was perseverance. They stuck to it. It
was in 1990 that they stood in the sewer. They are still in the sewer
today! Four years later, they still get up early in the morning every
day, take their shovels and their buckets, go in the sewer and they
are still digging up. The only difference now is that their vision has
spread. Now, there are dozens of young Australians who help them
dig the sewer. There are also many, many Indians who work
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together with them. Their lives drew other people to join their
mission. They persevered.

Do you know where they live? They live right next to the public
toilets in the slum area. Can you imagine the smell? They make their
home there. I feel even more ashamed! Where are the Christians
who can match that quality, who have that kind of perseverance? If
you thought that this great vision of theirs had expired within two,
three weeks, you are mistaken. Four years later they are still there!
And they are not showing any signs of leaving. Then, other people
catch the vision and they join in that venture.

May people notice you as you follow Jesus’ life, and they
want to follow him

[t is sad that I have to hold up three non-Christians as an example to
the church, and challenge us to live like them. Whether they know it
or not, they have followed in the footsteps of Jesus. They left their
comfort to go to the poor in their misery. Why did Jesus submit to
his Father and God to be sent as Savior? He was concerned about us
in our utter spiritual poverty. He became the servant and the ransom
for many. (Mk. 10:45)

When these three Australians first went to Madras, a local govern-
ment officer asked, “What have you come here to do?” Do you know
what they told him? They said, “We’ve come here to wash the
toilets.” The officer looked at them blinking, “What? You’'ve come to
wash the toilets?” They said, “Show us where the toilets are.” That
was how they started their “ministry” in India.

How would we like to begin our ministry in India in this way? When
[ go to Delhi in three weeks’ time, I should be like these three
Australians, and say to a government officer, “Show me the toilets so
that I can wash them.” I have to think twice whether I can do that.
They are superior to me!
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The government employee was trying to be kind to these three
fellows and took them to a clean public toilet, but they asked him to
take them to a dirty one. So he did, and it was really dirty! They got
to work washing the toilets right away with the government
employee looking on.

Jesus said, “The Son of Man has come into the world not to be served
but to serve,” and to serve means to do the dirty job. The three
Australians understood the teaching of Jesus in practice better than
we do. This is remarkable! I would like to go and meet them and
learn more lessons about the Christian life from them.

[ hope that these three Australians in the sewer will come to mind
whenever you think about the mission of the church in the world.
That is our calling. May they remain in your minds for a long time! |
certainly find these three people a challenge to myself, and I hope all
of us who are leaders of the church do too. We are to live in such a
way that finally, the world will take notice and say, “These people
are outstanding!” They are unique not because they tell us to believe
different doctrines, but because their concern about the poor and
needy stands out.

Let us be quiet before God in prayer.
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