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Most of us know someone 
 We’d call a ‘perpetual student’. 
 
The friend we started out in college with 
 who is still working on their program, 
  Still living on beer and Kraft Dinner, 
   five years after we graduated. 
 
That son or grandson 
 who has switched majors three times. 
 
That daughter who is heading back to school 
 After only a couple years in the workforce. 
 
Most of us know someone 
 We’d call a ‘perpetual student’. 
 
I ran across the story of Johnny Lechner 
 Who after 12 years, 

That’s right, 12 years 
as an undergraduate student 

 
decided to defer his graduation yet again 
 In order to broaden his education 
  With some studies abroad. 
 
At that point he had complete 234 college credits, 
 About 100 more than was required to graduate. 
 
 
 
 

Should he had decided to walk across the platform 
He would have earned a liberal arts degree 

  In education, communications, theater, health, 
   And women’s studies. 
 
But he wasn’t ready quite yeti 
 
Most of us would agree 
 That Lechner and other ‘perpetual students’ 
  Have missed the point of their education. 
 
The have forgotten 
 That education is purposeful. 
  It is meant to prepare a person for action. 
 
Students are expected to graduate  
 And become practitioners.   
  As practitioners they undoubtedly continue to learn 
   But will also contribute to the world around them. 
   
PAUSE… 
 
Of course we might also be accused of being perpetual students. 
 Not in terms of our careers,  
  But in terms of our faith. 
 
As Presbyterians we tend to embrace 
 A spirituality of the mind. 
  That is we spend our energies trying to know God  
   Through the use of our intellect. 
 
We listen to sermons and attend Bible studies. 
 We read books and write journals. 
 
Now don’t get me wrong. 

It is important to reflect on our faith,  
To try to understand God  

and God’s will for us. 
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I grew up in a faith tradition 
 Where people were suspicious of such reflection. 
  I was relieve to discover a group called Presbyterians 
   Who believed that the mind matters. 

 
All the same too much focus 

on thought and reflection 
  Can become a barrier to practise. 
 
We can end up becoming ‘perpetual students’ 
 Who spend too much time thinking about Jesus’ words 
  And too little time putting them into practise. 
   
Now if you look at Jesus’ ministry, 
 You’ll realise that he wasn’t aiming at cultivating good students 
  As much as producing good practitioners. 
 
Just skip back a few chapters in Mark 
 And you’ll find that from the very beginning of his ministry 
  He had these outcomes in mind. 
 
Listen to these verses from Mark 3: 
 
“He climbed a mountain  

and invited those he wanted with him.  
They climbed together.  

 
He settled on twelve,  

and designated them apostles.  
The plan was that they would be with him,  

 
and he would send them out  

to proclaim the Word  
and give them authority to banish demons.”ii 

 
Jesus wasn’t interested in creating a society 
 Whose main goal 

was to accumulate more knowledge. 
  
 

From the very beginning he was interested in raising up leaders 
 Who would take his mission out into the world: 
  Who would call people to right living,  

confront evil, bring healing. 
 
Jesus doesn’t waste any time on this project. 
 I mean he’s only designated the twelve in chapter 3 
  And by chapter 6 he’s sending them out  

on their first practicum. 
I can imagine that there was a little push-back 
 When Jesus share his plans about their practicum. 
  
I mean being a student is easier than being an intern or apprentice. 
 While students get to ask questions, 

practitioners have to answer them. 
 
While students get to watch and observe 

practitioners need to make assessments 
and take action. 

 
While students have the teacher in their corner, 
 Practitioners often face a doubting 
  Even a hostile audience. 
 
I’m sure some of the disciples didn’t feel ready for graduation. 

And if you read back through the Gospel 
  You’ll recognise that there were gaps 
   In their learning. 
 
They are still asking Jesus to explain his parables, 
 They don’t know what to make of 

the way he controls nature.iii 
 
Yet despite these challenges 

“…Jesus does not await full understanding… 
before associating them with himself and his mission.  

 
Flawed as they are,  

[unprepared as they seem] 
he sends they out.”iv  
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They are to go and do as he did. 
 
Jesus does give them some pointers, 
 Wisdom for the road, 
  That is remembered in our Gospel. 
   
“They go two by two,  

to assure the validity of their witness…  
He charges them to travel light… 

a sign of their reliance on God alone to accomplish it… 
 

He charges them to accept whatever hospitality if offered…  
a discipline which will keep their minds and energies  

focused on the accomplishment of their appointed task.  
 
He tells them how to respond  

when people refuse to receive or hear their message.v  
 In the words of Taylor Swift: ‘Shake it off!’. 

 
Jesus offers some wisdom for the road 
 That may or may not be applicable  
  To life in Vancouver 
 
But the main point that should not be forgotten 
 Is that we are meant to go out. 
 
Jesus isn’t interested in followers 
 Whose chief act of faithfulness 
  Is attendance at Sunday worship 
 
Jesus isn’t even interested in students 
 Who will supplement weekly attendance 
  With a mid-week bible-study. 
   
Jesus wants to equip us, yes, 
 And for this, worship and study are vitally important. 
  But Jesus wants us to be the sort of learners 
   Who go out and put their faith into practise. 
 
 

As I was preparing this sermon 
I came across a story about a convocation 

  That was held at Emory University in Atlanta. 
 
This is what was remember: 
 
“Honorary degrees were being awarded;  

the recipients made the requisite speeches.  
 
As is often the case,  

the students chatted through the whole ceremony.  
 
In fact, there was only one moment  

when they actually listened.  
It was when a man named Hugh Thompson was speaking.  

 
Thompson was probably the least educated man on the platform 

He…did not finish college, 
choosing instead to enlist in the Army,  

where he became a helicopter pilot. 
 

On March 16, 1968, he was flying a routine patrol in Vietnam  
when he happened to fly over the village of Mai Lai 

 just as American troops…  
were slaughtering dozens of unarmed…villagers 

—old men, women, and children. 
  
 Thompson set his helicopter down  

between the troops and the remaining…civilians.  
He ordered his tail-gunner to train the helicopter guns  

on the American soldiers,  
and he ordered the gunmen to stop killing the 
villagers…. 

 
Hugh Thompson's actions saved the lives of dozens of people… 
 [his reward was that] he was almost court-martialed… 
 
As he stood at the microphone,  

the…rowdy student body grew still. 
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And then Thompson talked about his faith.  

Simple words.  
 
Speaking of what his parents taught him  

as a child Thompson said, 
"they taught me, 'Do unto others  

as you would have them do onto you.'"  
 
The students were amazed at these "words of Jesus,  

words from Sunday school,  
words from worship,  

words of Christian testimony… 
they leapt to their feet and gave him a standing ovation."vi  
 
Why was Hugh Thompson so inspiring to the assembled student? 
 He demonstrated courage. 
  And he spoke of an education put into action. 
 
This man never went to university. 
 He didn’t have a degree in ethics 
  But he was able to put what he did know into action. 
 
PAUSE… 
 
Jesus doesn’t want us just to think about ministry. 
 To read about it or reflect on it 
 

i See Associated Press “Perpetual student wants one more year” 
Boston.com May 10, 2006 
ii Mark 3:13-15 NRSV 
iii See Mark 4:10ff and Mark 4:41 

Jesus doesn’t want us just to think about mission. 
 To study the appropriate Biblical texts 
  And simply expand our knowledge. 
 
Jesus wants us to leave the safety 
 Of the church, school, academy 
  And to engage the world with his teaching: 
   To call people right living, 

confront evil, facilitate healing. 
 
Today I have a mission challenge for you. 
 It’s not my challenge but the Lord’s challenge: 
  Word of the Lord delivered by the prophet Micah. 
 
You’ll find it printed as an insert in your bulletin. 
 
I would like you to consider this challenge of our Lord this week. 
 To consider how you too might ‘go out’ and practise your faith. 
  How you might move from being a student 

to a practitioner. 
 
Take this home. 
 Put it in a place where you’ll be reminded. 
  Look for God’s direction  

As to how you can live out your faith. 
 
PRAYER  

iv Lamar Williamson Jr. Mark 118 
v Lamar Williamson Jr. Mark 119-120 
vi Michael L. Lindvall “Mark 6:1-13; Pastoral Perspective” Feasting on the Word: 
Preaching the Revised Common Lectionary - Feasting on the Word – Year B, Volume 
3: Pentecost and Season After Pentecost 1 (Propers 3-16). 

                                                           


