
January 17, 2016 

 We have the courage to act on God’s leading. 

We welcome new challenges, which cause us to stretch and grow. 

 

 

After the death of Moses the servant of the Lord, the Lord spoke to Joshua son of 

Nun, Moses’ assistant, saying, “My servant Moses is dead. Now proceed to cross 

the Jordan, you and all this people, into the land that I am giving to them, to the 

Israelites. Every place that the sole of your foot will tread upon I have given to 

you, as I promised to Moses. From the wilderness and the Lebanon as far as the 

great river, the river Euphrates, all the land of the Hittites, to the Great Sea in the 

west shall be your territory.  

 

No one shall be able to stand against you all the days of your life. As I was with 

Moses, so I will be with you; I will not fail you or forsake you. Be strong and 

courageous; for you shall put this people in possession of the land that I swore to 

their ancestors to give them. Only be strong and very courageous, being careful 

to act in accordance with all the law that my servant Moses commanded you; do 

not turn from it to the right hand or to the left, so that you may be successful 

wherever you go.   

  

  

Ben Powers is the name of a person with whom you may not be familiar. But thirty years ago, he 

made headlines around the world. In 1986 Ben Powers worked for NASA on the solid rocket motor 

design and was considered an expert in the field. 

  

It took bold vision and courage for our space program to think big and go where no one had gone 

before. On July 20, 1969, Neil Armstrong was the first person to walk on the moon. We’ll never 

forget his famous words, “That’s one small step for a man, one giant leap for mankind.” 

  

Seventeen years later, on January 28, 1986, the ill-fated Challenger blasted off for outer space. This 

was a special mission, which included six astronauts and one school teacher, Christa McAuliffe.  

The astronauts were to carry out scientific experiments, and Christa was to teach some special 

science classes from the Challenger once they were in orbit. I was watching the lift-off that day, at 

home with our two-year-old son and awaiting the birth of our third child in a few weeks. 
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As many of you know, seventy-three seconds into launch, an O-ring failed. A startled world 

watched in shock as the Challenger exploded and seven astronauts died, including the young school 

teacher. It was an incredible tragedy and a huge setback for our space program. 

  

Ben Powers risked the wrath of his supervisors and the scientific community at NASA when he 

gave his testimony before the Presidential Commission investigating the disaster. Ben Powers was 

the only NASA engineer who had the courage to express a serious concern about a launch in cold 

weather. And he was the only NASA engineer to appear before the Presidential Commission and 

say that the order to launch had been a bad decision. 

  

Because of his testimony, several key supervisors were replaced at NASA and Ben Powers was 

treated like a “leper” by those with whom he worked. He broke the code of silence, and former 

friends and colleagues now keep their distance. 

  

In an interview, Ben Powers was asked by a reporter if he thought that he and his family paid too 

high a price for his testimony. Powers was silent for a moment, and then he said, “My commitment 

to Jesus Christ is the most important factor in my life. I did what God expected me to do.” Ben 

Powers had the courage to act on God’s leading. 

  

Have you ever asked yourself, “What does God expect of me?” What does God expect of us at First 

Church in 2016? In many ways we’re just like Joshua and the Israelites in our scripture. They were 

on the brink of the Promised Land when their leader, Moses, died. Moses had led them faithfully in 

the wilderness for forty years, but it was not to be for him to lead them across the Jordan River.  

That mission was for Joshua, Moses’ successor, a man filled with the spirit of wisdom. The 

Israelites were at a crossroad. Would they stand at the shore, then turn back to the safety of the 

wilderness, or would they risk continuing the momentum by crossing the Jordan, wading into the 

water of an unknown future? 

  

I would like to suggest this morning that we gain momentum by first recognizing the need 

for a new beginning. As soon as Moses died, God indicated to Joshua that things were about to 

change. “Joshua, my servant Moses, the spiritual giant, is dead. And guess what? You’re the 

leader! Now proceed to cross the Jordan, you and all this people, into the land that I am giving to 

the Israelites. It’s time to move.”  

  

In the Bible, the crossing of water is often a sign of change and commitment. Of course, along 

with change comes a loss of identity and familiarity and a resistance to the new. Transitions are 

tough for churches as well as for individuals. That’s why, when congregations embark on new 

ventures by wading into the water and moving on, we don’t reject the past. Rather, we learn 

from, celebrate and build on the past as we forge ahead. 

 

Birmingham is in a unique place. We have a long legacy of embracing bold vision. This 

congregation did not become the dynamo it is by being timid or taking the easy way out! For 195 

years, since 1821, the people of this church have committed themselves without fail to making 

disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world, which is the mission statement of 

The United Methodist Church.   



3 

 

It’s great to give thanks for the past, and it’s wonderful to be in this fine building. Our children 

and youth ministries are thriving. We’re awaiting our new associate pastor, Dan Hart, to arrive in 

April. And we are embarking on a new adventure for growth through multi-site ministry at 

Berkley with Pastor Zack Dunlap. How are we going to continue to gain momentum through 

mission and ministry in the Detroit metro area and around the world?   

  

God’s a-troubling the waters, friends! Are we going to continue to grow and transform lives for 

Jesus Christ, or are we going to rest on our laurels? Are we preparing for the new things God has 

in store for us as a congregation?   

 

I love the challenge we find in the words of 19th century architect Daniel Burnham who had a 

large hand in designing the buildings of the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair. He also designed the 

Flatiron building in New York and Union Station in Washington, D.C. Burham wrote, “Make no 

little plans! They have no magic to stir humanity’s blood and probably themselves will not be 

realized. Make big plans; aim high in hope and work… Remember that our sons and daughters 

are going to do things that will stagger us. Let your watchword be order and your beacon, beauty.  

Think big!” 

  

We really are at a time for new beginnings, just as Joshua was. What does God expect of us?  

Are we ready and willing to move? Will you think big and wade into the water, or will you 

watch from the shore? 

  

Momentum is also created by having a clear, focused and bold vision. Notice in our scripture 

how God set the boundaries for Joshua and the Israelites. “From the wilderness and the Lebanon 

as far as the great river, the Euphrates, all the land of the Hittites, to the Great Sea in the west 

shall be your territory.” For forty years the Israelites had been wandering in the wilderness 

without direction. They were only interested in having their own needs met and became 

dependent on the manna, quail and water that God provided. They even worshipped a golden 

calf. Because of their unbelief, God sentenced their forbears to die in the desert.   

  

Do you remember when Moses sent twelve spies to check out the Promised Land? Ten of them 

said no way. We’re not strong or mighty enough to defeat the people in the land. Two of the 

spies, however, Caleb and Joshua, had a bolder vision and said, “Go for it,” but they were voted 

down.   

  

Now Joshua finally had a chance to implement his vision. But notice how God set boundaries 

and gave a clear focus to the vision. “This is the land I’ll give you,” God said. “You can’t go 

everywhere, but you can do this, with my help.” Boundaries are sort of like the banks of a river.  

Banks create depth and increase momentum as water flows. By contrast, rivers without banks are 

shallow and slow moving. If our ministry is a mile wide, it may also be an inch deep. Our 

ministries need to be clearly defined to have depth.   

  

Joshua couldn’t do everything. Neither can we here at First Church. But there is so much that we 

can do and be. We spent last fall defining our core values, and we’re taking six weeks at the 

beginning of the year to expand on each of these six core values in worship. We have embraced a 

bold vision for our Berkley campus and are starting a launch team for the new worshipping 
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community. We are asking each one of you to pray whether God is calling you and your family 

to be a part of the core of this new ministry site.   

 

At the same time, we continue to expand our programs for children and youth as well as our 

mission and outreach ministries. What does God expect of us as we reinvent ourselves as a 

congregation, live out our core values, and move into uncharted waters with bold vision? God’s 

a-troubling the waters, friends. Will you wade into the water, or will you simply watch from the 

shore? 

  

Third, momentum is created by having the strength, patience, persistence and courage to 

act upon God’s will. In his book Ministry Momentum, Wayne Schmidt says, “Courage will take 

you anywhere you believe God is leading you. Without courage you will go only where you are 

comfortable.”
1
 

 

Do you know how many times the phrase, “Be strong and courageous” is used in the sixteen 

verses of Joshua chapter 1? Four times! The first three times God is telling Joshua to be strong 

and courageous, and the fourth time, it’s the officers who say to Joshua, “Wherever you send us, 

we’ll go. Only you be strong and courageous because if you’re strong and courageous, then we 

can be, too.”   

  

Being courageous does not mean being foolhardy, however. In Joshua chapter two, spies are sent 

out again to scout out the land, only this time just two men are sent, not twelve. Do you 

remember who protected these spies in Jericho? It was Rahab, the prostitute. Joshua learned from 

his previous experience and wanted to make sure that his plans were realistic and that it was 

okay to proceed.   

  

To be strong and courageous includes checking and double checking. It means gathering data, 

asking questions and listening to others. It means risking and being willing to be out there in the 

lead. It means being consistent and not wavering. And it means believing the words of God, “As 

I was with Moses, so I will be with you. I will not fail you or forsake you.”   

  

Tomorrow is Martin Luther King Jr. Day. It’s a national holiday. There is no school tomorrow, 

and the church office is closed. What a wonderful opportunity for all of us to take time to read 

the words of Dr. King and embrace the bold vision he had that one day our nation will rise up 

and live out the true meaning of our creed: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all 

human beings are created equal.” 

   

What an opportunity to recommit ourselves to work for the time when all children will one day 

live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their 

character. What a chance to resolve to wade into the waters of hope, love and reconciliation by 

extending our ministries not just to Birmingham and Berkley, but to every corner of Detroit and 

the farthest reaches of our world. What a challenge to reflect the love of Jesus in all that we say 

and do. 

  

Do we have the collective courage to act on God’s leading? Listen to the words of Martin Luther 

King Jr.:  
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Courage is an inner resolution to go forward despite obstacles; Cowardice is 

submissive surrender to circumstances. Courage breeds creativity; Cowardice 

represses fear and is mastered by it. Cowardice asks the question, is it safe? 

Expediency asks the question, is it politic? Vanity asks the question, is it popular? 

But conscience ask the question, is it right? And there comes a time when we 

must take a position that is neither safe, nor politic, nor popular, but one must take 

it because it is right. 

  

What does God expect of you and me? Do we have the strength and courage at First Church to 

move boldly into the future, knowing that God is with us? Are we willing to keep our eyes 

focused on Jesus and not be distracted from our mission by looking to the right or the left? Are 

you willing to serve God by sharing Christ with all people in this area and our world who hunger 

and thirst for food and security as well as meaning, hope and grace? God’s a-troubling the 

waters, friends. Will you wade into the water, or will you simply watch from the shore? 

 

  

                                                 
1
 Ministry Momentum, Wayne Schmidt, Indianapolis, Wesleyan Publishing House, 1996. 


