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Numbers 11:4-6, 10-16, 24-29; MARK 9:38-50 

 

 

Every three years, the ELCA holds the ELCA Youth Gathering.    Approximately 30,000 youth, 

young adults, adults, gather to be Church together in a major city, for 5 days.    

 

I stood in the fellowship hall here at Rock of Ages Lutheran Church in Stone Mountain, GA, in 

the spring of 1994 to stuff fanny packs – that’s right, I said fanny packs – For the 1994 ELCA 

Youth Gathering.   That fanny pack was stuffed with: a guide book, some stickers, and I’m not 

sure what else…so that the 30,000 or so participants coming to Atlanta that summer for 5 days 

could receive these “cool” fanny packs and receive their guidebook for the week.  The guide 

book had maps and schedules, and emergency information; hotel information; and more. 

 

That year, as I attended the Gathering, I was on the Youth Servant Corps; my wife Kelly, who 

was an active part of the youth ministry of Rock of Ages at that time, was here.  Little did she 

know I would ask her to marry me one day : )   but that story is for another day… 

 

During that summer – for 5 days, Kelly, and I, and hundreds of other youth were a part of the 

“Youth Servant Corps” – we were youth from the Atlanta area who were asked to serve as ushers 

and writs-band checkers, and door holders and a lot more. 

 

Now, a little more of my backstory…4 years before that Gathering experience I had moved from 

New Jersey to Georgia, and I had received my share of ridicule from students – but in my 

congregation, All Saints Lutheran Church, in Lilburn, I received love and care from my pastors 

and the congregation members, as well as leaders at our synod youth events. 

 

All of my life experiences to that point had led me to know three things about myself: 

 I had a family that loved me 

 I had a church that loved me 

 But I was not sure that I could love myself 

 

I had this push and pull in my heart – to be a leader in the Church, but an ego that told me, “No.  

You’re not good enough.” 

 

Again, people around me paved the way for me to do good:  teachers, pastors, youth group 

leaders…they saw that God was pulling me along…but I didn’t see it.  I credit God and those 

around me – inviting me to gatherings and retreats and more…which allowed me to see God’s 

love for me and God’s love for ALL people. 

 



In those gatherings and retreats, I had discovered that MY view of the GOSPEL was about 

WHAT I COULD DO AND ACCOMPLISH in this life.   And that led to SCARCITY!  I could 

never be good enough or lead well enough – if it were all up to me.   And my arrogant self 

thought:  “Yeah, it is all up to me.” 

 

The world we live in tells us this over and over again:  we need to get the most views online – 

TikTok, YouTube, etc. – you have to be the most clever, or good-looking, or witty person…   

We say that “EVERYONE has a chance to be a star now, with social media.”  Well, doesn’t that 

just mean the 99% of us who never become “social media famous” are LESS THAN everyone 

else? 

 

We are constantly trying to be “the best we can be” when it comes to being followers of Christ, 

but we are so stuck in our own definition of “GRACE”. 

 

As we look at Moses and his followers in Numbers today, and the Gospel text, with Jesus and his 

followers, we see parallel stories, both which point to God’s followers missing the mark on 

GRACE, and also, we see the ABUNDANCE OF THE SPIRIT!   

 

In my story, I narrowed the GOSPEL down to “what I can do” – Moses did the same thing!   He 

LED God’s people LIKE IT WAS ALL UP TO HIM!  What did he say?  “God, just kill me 

now!” 

 

What did Jesus’ disciples say?  “Jesus, THOSE people” – it’s always THOSE PEOPLE, right? – 

“those people are exorcising demons in YOUR name, but they don’t follow US” 

 

Moses, the disciples – LIMITING THE GOSPEL – ONLY SEEING THE SCARCITY of the 

Spirit.    And so God / the Spirit / Jesus – moves God’s people to a position of ABUNDANCE.    

Moses is called upon to gather 70 of the elders into the Tent of Meeting (a most holy place) and 

there the spirit that is on Moses will be shared with 70 of the elders.    In the Gospel, Jesus 

reminds them that in their SCARCITY mindset, not only are they limiting the GRACE OF GOD, 

but they are actually CAUSING OTHERS TO STUMBLE in the FAITH.    And to make sure 

you KNOW HOW DANGEROUS the path of SCARCITY is, Jesus talks about people needing 

to mutilate themselves if they were on that SCARCITY path… 

 

And so God / the Spirit / Jesus –change the narrative away from OUR SCARCITY MINDSET 

and into a story of ABUNDANCE! 

 

And that is exactly the shift I needed in my life as a young person – and still need today… 

 

The GOSPEL (in the Numbers story and the Mark story) BLAZES A TRAIL for Moses, God’s 

people who followed Moses, and for Jesus’ disciples…and for YOU AND ME! 

 

In Numbers, the Gospel looks like people getting ALL the meat they could ever want – and 

actually more than they wanted, so much it came out their noses – let that be a lesson to ya…   

but it also looks like this: 

 



Jesus’ disciples thought:  it’s up to us / those directly connected to Jesus – WE’VE GOT IT 

MADE.  WE HAVE THE POWER.  WE KNOW what it means to be the CHURCH.   THOSE 

people – there it is again: “those people” - ain’t got it figured out…how could they, without 

direct access to “The ONE, the CHRIST.” 

 

And so…we are faced with what this looks like here, today, now, for you and me…   What is our 

mindset, what direction does our heart take us?  Into scarcity, or abundance?    Would that ALL 

of God’s people could prophesy?  Would that ALL of us, here, see ourselves as missionaries…to 

our homes, our places of work, to restaurants, to parks, to gatherings… 

 

What does it look like to see with ABUNDANT eyes and to follow an ABUNDANT GOD?   It 

could look like the work of a friend in Christ…a helper…a loved one sitting silently with you in 

your grief.    

 

We are all called to ministry.   God’s Spirit makes sure of that.   Every single one of us, 

regardless of what we think of ourselves, God calls each of us to do the work of ministry.   To 

and with our families and loved ones and strangers, alike. 

 

I give thanks to God that our lives are not our own.   Our ministry is not our own.   Instead, as 

followers of Christ, we give: we give care, we give ourselves, our time, our money.   Not for 

favor, but giving is our very identity, because Christ gave for us… 

 

We give and we give, for in giving, others see that we are not about trying to be FIRST in the 

kingdom, but that we identify as those people who see with eyes of ABUNDANCE.   That 

ABUNDANCE, a gift from God, supplies our every need.    

 

I’m so glad that I was in the circumstance of ABUNDACE for those 5 days at the 1994 Youth 

Gathering.  I remember being an usher one night…standing on the floor of the Georgia Dome 

with my friend Nathan, surrounded 30,000 close friends…siblings in Christ.   Empowered by 

God’s Spirit…even thought I didn’t deserve it.  But that mountaintop experience came about 

because so many first poured into my time as a youth of the church. 

 

The baptismal waters cleanse us and send us forth to serve… 

 

And so we are able to go to the southern border and aid our siblings from Haiti, aid our siblings 

in war-torn countries, aid the prisoners released from their sentences, aid those who are sick and 

hospitalized, aid those who have no place to call home. 

 

Why?  Because our God gives us what we need, and calls us to acts of love and abundance. 

 

That is the gift from God for us today: abundance…in water and Word…in bread and wine… 

 

We go home today – full…and ready for action.   

 

AMEN 


