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 Perhaps you know the classic children's story: A little mouse grew up in the middle of the city - 

in a zoo. The little guy knows that he has cousins that live out in the country - field mice - whom he 

has never met so he decides to take a trip to visit them. But when he gets there he is shocked to find 

that he is ill-prepared to live in this new environment. First of all, it's so dark. Where are the street 

lights? And where is the food? He discovered that his cousins spent all day long just foraging for it. It 

wasn't just always available in some alley or near the custodians trash can. And the danger. There 

were hawks who could swoop down and grab you. There were cats who were always sneaking up 

behind you, wanting to have you for dinner. And where did one sleep out here? No nice little nests in 

a warm wall. His cousins burrowed into some dead grass and leaves and huddled together for 

warmth. They seemed happy enough, but he was miserable and couldn't wait to get back home. 

 

 No surprise really. Most mice, and plenty of people, feel more comfortable and safer in familiar 

surroundings. No one likes to be in a situation for which he is unprepared ... especially if he might end 

up as someone else's dinner. 

 

 I've often wondered if that's how it is with church people. We find sanctuary in church. We find 

friendship. We find acceptance and love. We feel welcome and feel at home here.  Many of us feel 

that THIS is where we belong. Sunday mornings are good for the soul. We go home feeling like we've 

been rejuvenated.  But then Monday comes and we are cast into a world where God seems to have 

no place. Where faith is foolish - where people will use you and sometimes abuse you if it means they 

can get ahead. It's cold out there... 

 For some time now, natural scientists have been forcing animals to act out the story of the city 

mouse and the country mouse - in an effort to save endangered species. Researchers are taking 

captivity-raised endangered animals, releasing them into their native habitat and hoping for 

successful survival in the wild. With only a few exceptions, the project has failed. "Zoos are becoming 

latter-day Noah's arks for endangered species," writes one scholar. "But captive breeding has been 

problematic. Animals born in captivity and then released into nature often have trouble finding food, 

fleeing predators and selecting mates." 

 

 Many animals need to learn complex behaviors if they are to forage successfully and avoid 

ending up as something else's dinner. Without exposure to older, more experienced members of their 

own species, young captive-bred animals are at a major disadvantage. They are like children raised 

without culture or tradition. They don't know how to be wild in the wild. 

 

 You can try to teach survival skills to captive-bred animals, but you aren't going to have much 

success. For one thing, animals don't learn as well or as quickly from people as they do from 

members of their own species. 

 I saw (actually a couple of times) news reports and TV segments where orphaned or captive 

young condors were being taught to act like wild Condors. Workers would dress up in condor outfits 

(it helps that a Condor is almost as large as a person) and never speak and try to act like they think a 

Condor would act. They even taught the young birds to fly in formation by outfitting a small airplane to 



look like a condor and leading them in flight. But its not easy. Most Condors fail the training. It takes a 

Condor to teach a Condor. Researchers in scary Condor outfits, acting like birds, really doesn't cut it. 

 

 The question is: How do you give endangered animals the skills they need to survive in the 

wild? 

 This is not much different from the question Christians ask when they step out of the church 

door and into the world: How are we going to survive out there where it is so wild? Paul has the 

answer. 

 

 We must exercise our gifts, says Paul, or there's little chance of changing the culture. "Use 'em 

or lose 'em," he might say. Unfortunately, the transforming message of Jesus often gets hidden away 

inside the church or we don't know how to translate it into our life in the wild where it's needed six of 

our seven days of the week.  

 

 Here are the gifts Paul lists in our passage today that, if we have them and use them, we can 

survive in the real world as a Christian: wise speech, v.8 , knowledge, v.8 , faith, v.9 , healing, v.9 , 

miracles, v.10 , prophecy, v.10 , discernment, v.10 , tongues, v.10 , interpretation of tongues, v.10.  

 Would Paul agree that the church is a zoo? Probably not, but he WAS facing a situation where 

people were acting, out in their world, less than Christian.  His point is that, unless the church is 

skillfully equipped, a premature release into the world out there will quite possibly be a disaster. 

Perhaps this is what Martin Luther King meant when he said: "Modern man is presently having a 

rendezvous with chaos, not merely because of human badness, but also because of human 

stupidity." 

 

 That's the downside of course. The upside is that the church is a sanctuary, a safe place to 

live, learn and grow in God and the Spirit. We have teachers who can instruct us. We have Bible 

Studies and Fellowship Groups and Sunday School Classes where we can learn about how Jesus 

would have us approach life. We have choirs and youth groups and activities where we can "learn" to 

be Christians as we interact with others and as we grow in our faith. It is here that Condors can teach 

Condors. 

 

 Indeed, most great agents of change (as was Martin Luther King) sat literally or figuratively at 

the feet of others from whom they learned. Gandhi, although a Hindu, got his inspiration from the 

teachings of Jesus. Martin Luther King, in turn, regarded Gandhi as his spiritual leader. Jesus himself 

mentored the disciples, who mentored or discipled others who discipled others. And so on. 

 

 So what does this look like? How are you able to get wise speech, to gain knowledge, to have 

a deeper faith, or to be able to discern right from wrong? The answer is: from one another. We 

sharpen one another. We challenge one another. We should (although seldom do) call one another to 

account. 

 

 Bill Hybels, senior pastor at Willow Creek Church in Wisconsin, gives an example. Every week, 

he says,  a group of men meet to repair cars. Members of the church donate vehicles to the church, 

and these men of the "Car Ministry" repair them and give them to the needy, usually single mothers. 



 

 The ministry began when a young man in the congregation saw a need and realized he had 

the gifts and the passion to meet the need. He brought together other Christian mechanics and 

together they got to work for what the apostle Paul would call "the common good." 

 

 Hybels says that "These men have found not only fulfillment that comes from serving in their 

area of giftedness, but they have also forged strong relationships with the other men who serve 

alongside them ... . They're finding that when you pour yourself out into serving others, you always 

seem to walk away filled up." 

 

 We sharpen our spiritual skills in the company of those who have been there, done that. No 

wonder Paul stresses the communal nature of the gifts of the Spirit. They are given of one Spirit, one 

Lord, one God (vv. 4-6). They are to be used for "the common good" (v. 7). And the body, or 

community, that receives these various gifts is unified (v. 12). 

 

 Tomorrow is Martin Luther King, Jr. day so I again quote him: He said,  "Evil is not driven out, 

but crowded out ... through the explosive power of something good." That's what spiritual gifts are all 

about. When we do good - when we have more and more good in our lives - evil is pushed aside and 

good triumphs. King said,  "history will have to record that the greatest tragedy of this period of social 

transition was not the strident clamor of the bad people, but the appalling silence of the good people." 

 

 It's past time for the church to make noise. We need to leave our little sanctuary - our safe and 

warm and familiar surroundings - and go out into the world and crowd out the bad out there with the 

good we've learned in here.  We need to respond to evil with love - to rudeness with kindness - to 

ambition with peace - to offense with forgiveness. And, in so doing, we will change our world. 

 

 We need not fear leaving the zoo today, and living in the wild tomorrow. The predators are out 

there, but we have the instincts to thrive and survive, and to tame the cultural wilderness for Jesus 

Christ. 

 The little mouse went back to the zoo where it was familiar and safe. WE go out into the world 

with our faith intact, knowing that who we are on Sundays needs to be who we are on Monday and 

Tuesday and Friday. We are capable of changing our world by living like changed people. Take God 

with you. Be safe out there. 


