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1. Pay It Forward, the 2000 Warner Brothers movie production, tells a story that many of 
us can recall with little difficulty. Actor Kevin Spacey plays a misfit, middle school social 
studies teacher, named Mr. Simonet. Helen Hunt played opposite his character as Arlene 
McKinney, a somewhat depressed, single parent, who was using a bottle to help with her 
struggles—it was a losing battle, in other words. The central character, of course, was this 
adorable boy, Trevor McKinney, played by Haley Joel Osment who was only 11 years old at that 
time. You know the story. Trevor took seriously his teacher’s charge to think of a way to better 
humanity. His idea was to pay forward favors to three people who each, then, might be 
motivated to give favors to three more people, and so on and so forth. His actions rippled beyond 
his own little classroom around the nation. Well, it didn’t stop there. Pay It Forward rippled past 
the fictive world of these characters and into the “real World”. You may remember that Liberty 
Mutual Insurance picked it up, as did Coca-Cola, for their commercials. Coke even formed a 
foundation for youth programs in the US. Bon Jovi used the idea for his Soul Foundation and 
other several other non-profits used its optimism, its utopic vision of humanity, to inspire people 
for many other wonderful causes.  

The vividness of this story remains—somewhat surprisingly!—because it certainly did 
not wow movie critics. In fact, most critics thrashed it. According to one critic, it was “chicken-
soupy sanctimony” and “wretchedly inapt religiosity.” (Dennis Lim for Village Voice) Ouch! I 
would hate to see what that reviewer would do with my sermon…! Now as you know, our Youth 
were on a mission trip this last week. Was their objective merely to pay forward grace on some 
people in Tennessee? Is this simply another example of “paying it forward”? I don’t believe that 
was the objective, but some could easily see it that way.  

Well, we can understand why some reviewers might hate this film. It does falter at points: 
it is crowded with celluloid clichés and it substitutes potent social commentary for middle school 
notions of romance. In a word it seems unsustainable and fairly unbelievable.  

What do we find believable? What is humanity like? Do we view humanity with an 
optimistic or pessimistic future?  

 
2. Given the proliferation of dystopic literature, I would say that our culture has found believable 
a much darker view of humanity. Since Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World (1932), George 
Orwell’s 1984 (1949), hundreds of dystopic visions of humanity’s future have flooded our 
imaginations. High schools still assign Fahrenheit 451 (1953), readers of all ages have been 
swept up into the Hunger Games (2003) or the Divergent (2011) series, etc. The number of 
dystopic movies is nearly countless. Most famous among them would be the Terminator which 



coincidently debuted in 1984 and which was both a critical and box office success. Planet of the 
Apes, originally (1968) and in its remaking (2001), has riveted itself to our imaginations. The 
Book of Eli (2010) is one of my favorites. This is not to mention TV shows, such as The 
Twilight Zone (1959-1964), Doctor Who (1963-1989, 2005 – present), or the Walking Dead 
(2010 – present)—just to name a few.  
 So, what is humanity? What is our future? What reality do we find most believable?  
 
3. This morning, as we read through Jeremiah and the Ps. 69, it appears that these two biblical 
writers would fit within one of these dystopic worlds. Jeremiah complained that he had become a 
“laughingstock” and that everyone mocked him. The psalmist so aptly described his isolation and 
fear, that we could see easily hear his words coming from a forlorn character in a dystopic novel. 
We read, 
  

8 … shame has covered my face. 
9 I have become a stranger to my own kindred, * 

an alien to my mother's children…. 
13 Those who sit at the gate murmur against me, * 

and the drunkards make songs about me. 

 
Both of these passages are laments of an individual who has been pushed to despair by some evil 
oppression. They turned to family or friends but relief has eluded them. Who hears the cries of 
the righteous? At first, it appears that no one does. So now, as a last resort, Jeremiah and the 
Psalmist petition God for comfort, for aid, for salvation. The shadow of Ps. 69 reaches to the NT, 
where five different New Testament authors saw the suffering of Jesus in it. Clearly, the Bible 
shows a stunning sobriety about the pains in life. There is Evil that is overwhelming at times!  
 Nevertheless, in Ps. 69:30 the tone turns as the Psalmist looked up out of his solitary life 
into the history of God’s redemption, and there he found hope:  
 

30  I will praise the name of God with a song; 
  I will magnify him with thanksgiving…. 
32  Let the oppressed see it and be glad; 
  you who seek God, let your hearts revive. 
33  For the LORD hears the needy, 
  and does not despise his own that are in bonds.  
 

Who hears the cries of the righteous? The Lord does. This passage is crucial to understanding 
not only the Psalm, but also today’s passages from the NT as well.  
 
4. In Matt 10, the gospel writer remembers Jesus sending his disciples on a mission. The whole 
of ch.10 is Jesus’ famous “Missionary Discourse”. In a previous verse Jesus has warned them 
that they will go out “like sheep into the midst of wolves” (v.16) He reminds them that he has 
endured scorn, and they may as well, because “a disciple is not above his or her teacher” (vv.24-
25). Prophetically, he sees past his own death into the Church age when they would be called 
before governors and kings to account for their missions (v.18) This text sounds eerily like a 
mission in a dystopic world. Family members will turn upon one another, and persecution and 
death are a certainty.  



 And yet, as in Ps 69, Jesus offered his disciples assurance that they are not alone. Three 
times in vv.26-31, Jesus says that they need not fear. Who hears the cries of the righteous? Jesus’ 
answer: the very God who attends to the insignificant sparrow.  
 Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? Yet not one of them will fall to the ground apart from 

your Father. And even the hairs of your head are all counted. So do not be afraid; you are of more 
value than many sparrows. 

 
Early this week I watched fledgling sparrows, fresh out of their nests, learning how to fly. Their 
vulnerability reminded me of this passage, so I was really delighted to find it today’s readings. 
God leaves reminders for us that he is ever present. The beauty of Scripture, I believe, is that it 
neither ignores life’s pain nor does it ignore its joys. Our choice, we learn from Matt 10, is not 
merely between simple optimism or raging despair.  
 
5. And yet, there is another dimension to Jesus’ missionary discourse. Notice with me first, that 
Jesus himself called twelve people to join his mission. Then, in his sending them out he urges 
them to go into towns and houses to minister, gathering a church to themselves wherever they 
go. Mark records that they went out “two by two” (Mk 6:8-11) Theirs were not solitary or 
individual journeys, but corporate journeys. The call of the Holy Spirit on our lives is never as 
mere individuals. Within the NT, the journey of faith is never seen as a solitary or personal 
journey. While one makes individual choices, we have all moved into the Church by faith in 
Christ. 
 Romans 6 uses baptism to illustrate how our struggle with Sin is never solitary. While in 
Israel I had the opportunity to baptize a young lady in the Jordan River. Her profession of faith, 
in front of our group, Israeli and Jordanian soldiers, and other crowds, was in a public place. Her 
baptism was public. Baptism was not intended to be merely an individual experience; it is an 
introduction into a community. We experience Christ’s death and rebirth through baptism, 
moving out of the realm of Sin and into the realm of righteous and of God. We come into the 
kingdom of God via our baptism and experience of Christ therein.  
 Several of you have been reading the book, Chasing Francis. It tells the story of a 
believer who ventures on a spiritual pilgrimage due to a crisis of faith. In that journey, he was 
introduced to St. Francis of Assisi and he began to understand the spiritual legacy this saint left 
behind. Along the way of his journey, he confronts the notion of a “personal relationship with 
Christ”, a notion born and bred by our overly introspective and narcissistic western World. It 
dawns on him that a so-called “personal relationship with Christ” is little more than a cover for a 
self-interested, self-centered religion.  
 By contrast, from Jesus, Matt, and Paul we see Christian mission is always a corporate 
endeavor, just as confession is corporate proclamation and baptism is corporate practice.  
 The consequences of this are profound. On the one hand, this means that our laments are 
never merely individual laments, nor are our joys individual praises. On the other hand, when we 
ask who hears the cries of the righteous, the answer must needs be God and his Church.  
 
6. Last week our youth ventured on a mission to Tennessee. The point of these experiences is to 
introduce missions to our youth. This, we hope, will grow into a missionary awareness, even an 
awareness that the Christian journey is always missional. The Church, by its very nature and like 
its God, looks for those in despair, it attends to their cries, and thus becomes God’s aid in those 
moments. Christianity is far more than merely “paying forward” grace. Indeed, it offers a greater 
power against Sin, and are not dystopias essentially stories of Sin’s conquest. Pay it Forward, as 



enchanting as it is, cannot stand against this power. Christian mission, by contrast, accepts 
despair within its mission, just as Christ himself accepted it. But, more importantly, it also 
embodies God’s justice, kindness, and compassion for all—from that half-penny sparrow to the 
great governors and kings.  
 Christian mission, as a vision of humanity, is a believable and sustainable vision, through 
the power of the Holy Spirit.  


