What You See is What You Get!
By Patricia Burns

“Unless one is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God.” 

(John 3:3)

Several years ago, Christ Community Health Services opened a primary care clinic in an area of Memphis known as Binghampton.  As he got to know his patients, Dr. Rick Donlon, one of the founding physicians at CCHS, came to see that it was not enough to address the health problems of the individuals who lived there.  We needed to address the health of the community.  Sick communities produce sick people.  And we believed that Christ has the answer for both.

One of the first initiatives that CCHS launched was an outreach to young people in the local elementary and middle school.  They founded a program called “Club 61”, which is in reference to the familiar passage in Isaiah 61: “The Spirit of the Sovereign LORD is on me, because the LORD has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim freedom for the captives and release from darkness for the prisoners, to proclaim the year of the LORD's favor and the day of vengeance of our God, to comfort all who mourn, and provide for those who grieve in Zion…”

I have been working in that youth ministry in Binghampton for the past seven years. The school where I work is located in an area which has seen its share of shootings, drug deals, gang activity, unemployment and teen pregnancies.    When I talk with friends about some of the things that happen in this community, the reaction I get is usually a raised eyebrow, followed by, “There is a special place in heaven for people like you.”  I just shrug my shoulders and think, “Is what I do really so amazing?”   
A more appropriate question is, “Why do I do what I do?”  The answer is simple.  I serve in this urban community because of what I see.  I don’t focus on the abandoned buildings or the drug dealers who sell their product in the park next to the school.   I don’t even allow my mind to dwell on the former student who is now a drop out statistic.  I am aware of those things, but that is not what I “see”.

You may wonder if I truly care.  Yes, I do. However, I don’t allow these realities to keep me from continuing to serve the people in the community.   I choose to look at the community, not with my “natural eyes”, but with “kingdom eyes”.   
If you were to look at an urban community with your natural eyes, you might become overwhelmed with the awareness of a sea of problems and needs.  However, when you look at the community through “kingdom eyes”, you look at the people and their community through the lens of the cross.  You focus on God’s purpose for the people in that community.  You see them in the context of His love for them, what He has provided for them through Christ’s death and resurrection, and what He intends for them – blessing, peace, prosperity, wholeness.  
What we see will determine our actions.  We either see problems and a multitude of needs, or we see the kingdom of God.

Seeing the problems

Most people look at the city and see rampant unemployment, generational welfare families, single parent homes, abandoned buildings, drug dealers, gang activity and teen pregnancies.  I am not so naïve as to deny the reality of all of these problems. However, if I were to focus on these problems, then I would quickly conclude that the situation is hopeless.  The problems cannot be fixed.  

If the community and its problems cannot be fixed, then there is only one thing for me to do:  escape – put as much distance between me and the cesspool of society’s problems as possible!  If the only things my eyes see are problems, there is nothing else to do but throw up my hands, escape to the suburbs, and immerse myself in an environment that denies, ignores or tries to minimize the fallenness of the world around it.  
But the problems do exist and they affect all humankind, no matter how much we deny it or how separate we try to be.  Christians who take the “escape approach” miss an opportunity to see real fullness in the Body of Christ and to advance the kingdom of God.   

I do not believe that it is sinful for Christians to live in the suburbs.  Everyone cannot move into an under-resourced community.  But we should find ways to acknowledge the problems and identify with the poor instead of burying our heads in the sand.   The Church is called to engage the world, not to escape from it. (John 17: 15, 18)     

Seeing the needs

There are people on the opposite end of the spectrum from those who want to escape.  These people see the needs of the community and commit to try to solve them.  They “see” illiteracy, the absence of positive role models, increasing drug abuse, rising dropout rates, escalating crime and teen pregnancies. They institute programs to tackle these needs.  Tutors and reading programs are developed to address poor academic skills.   Mentoring programs are established to provide role models and attempt to keep kids in school.  Volunteers seek to show students a better way to earn a living by staying in school and not dealing drugs.  They form abstinence programs and Bible Studies for teens to address the teen pregnancy issue.  
There is nothing wrong with programs to address the needs in the community. I’ve employed most of them myself.  We need programs.  Actually, we need more programs.  These are good attempts to provide students with a brighter future.

The weak link in programs is often the people who run them.  What happens when test scores do not improve, or do not improve quickly enough?  What do you do when the student you have been tutoring decides to drop out of school in the middle of his senior year?  What happens when the boy in your mentoring program brings a gun to school or robs a convenience store?  What happens when you discover that a girl in your abstinence classs/Bible Study gets pregnant her junior year of high school?  (I have experienced all of these disappointments in my seven years!)  What goes through your mind when all of your hard work and programs seem to fail?  
Too often the answer is frustration, burnout and anger.   “Why didn’t they respond?”  “Have I just been spinning my wheels all this time?”  “What is the point of continuing?”   “I could have been successful in the private sector and made a lot more money for a lot less heartache!”   
Frustration and disappointment are real.  People do not always respond.  Patients do not always comply.  Someone once told me, “you can pray for, fast for, sacrifice for, and even bleed for people.  People are going to do what they want to do anyway.”  I wish that were not true, but it is.  And if you “see” problems, needs, statistics that do not get better and chronic disappointments, then burnout is almost inevitable.
Seeing the Kingdom of God

We must “see” something different, something that is unshakable and sure, something that keeps us hopeful in the midst of problems, overwhelming needs and setbacks.  We must see the kingdom of God.

The kingdom of God is not a geographic kingdom with borders you can identify on a map.  The kingdom is found wherever there are people who understand the heart of God and are submitted to and reflect His rule.   This means that the kingdom of God is not only found within His people, but is exercised through the people of God into their environment everywhere they have a sphere of influence.   
We need to understand several aspects of the kingdom of God.  
First, the kingdom is a present reality.  It is unacceptable to see the kingdom only in terms of the future, because that limits the kingdom in power and scope.  Although there is a clear future aspect of inheriting the kingdom, it is also a present reality.
   Jesus understood this and demonstrated the present reality of the kingdom of God.  After driving out a demon, Jesus said, “But if I cast out demons with the finger of God, surely the kingdom of God has come upon you.”
    

Second, the nature of the kingdom is to increase and bring a blessing to all nations.  In Genesis 12, God promised Abraham that He would make him a great nation and that all peoples would be blessed through Abraham.   Every Christmas we are reminded from Isaiah 9 that a Child would be born, the government would rest on his shoulders and that his government would increase and never end.
  Jesus compared the kingdom to yeast that a woman took and mixed into a large amount of flour until it worked all through the dough.
  We have every confidence that his kingdom will one day fill the whole earth, including all of the under-resourced areas where we have been called to serve.
Third, the kingdom is more than just words.  Jesus demonstrated that the words are accompanied by action. Putting an end to injustice, setting the oppressed free, feeding the hungry and sheltering the homeless are all kingdom mandates. Jesus announced this in Luke 4:18. Later he gave his disciples the power and authority to combine word with action.
 
Finally, the kingdom is about the restoration of all things back to the king.  People, governments, creation, etc. will all be brought under the rule of king Jesus before he hands over the kingdom to the Father.  Then the prayer that Jesus taught us to pray will be answered, “Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.”

This should be the motivation for what we do as we minister in communities of need. The kingdom must be our starting point, not the needs that we see there.  Just as the King is the standard for the character we strive for in our personal lives, the kingdom is our standard for society.  The kingdom must be the measure that we aim for in community development, heath care delivery, reform in education and financial structures.  That is why it is so critical that we be aware of the need, but “see” the kingdom.  When we bring the kingdom to these areas, we will no longer treat people as needy, but see them restored with a sense of dignity and self-worth.  They will be healthy emotionally, physically, relationally, economically and spiritually.   
I don’t believe that God gives us a glimpse of the kingdom only as a relief from the present, but also a motivator for the present.  When we truly see the kingdom of God, we will not run away, fearing that the problems are overwhelming.  Nor will we burn out trying to juggle programs that focus on need.  Like Christ we will endure the shame for the joy set before us.  We will work because we have seen something - the kingdom of God, and are compelled to bring that glorious kingdom wherever we set our feet.
Patricia Burns is Program Director for Club 61, an outreach program of Christ Community Health Services in Memphis, Tennessee.  
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