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Sathianathan Clarke is an episcopal priest who serves in the United States and is 

originally from India. As a minister he has often served as a Christian missionary and has gone 

all over the world to do so. As a person who grew up in India he has also been the recipient of 

the blessings of missionary work.  Sathianathan has the ability to see the work of Christian 

mission through eyes informed with broad experience.  He has fully participated in the entire 

process.  He has observed a common theme with the interaction of American missionaries and 

the people of India, an interaction where culture, the Bible, and mission meet in a strange way.  

In the following, Sathianathan tells of an interaction where he first observed this problematic 

theme, with a group of fervent American missionaries in his hometown in India.  Here is his 

recollection. 

“As best as I remember, the visiting Americans got off the minivan in which they were 

travelling and made their way toward the local people that had gathered outside their homes.  

Both sides in this encounter had very little idea about the other.  Without wasting much time, the 

Americans got straight to the point.  They did not appear too interested in whom they were 

approaching, what questions these Indians might have for them, or what their situation in life 

might be.  They were bursting with information that they needed to deposit in the community: 

Jesus loved them all, he was the God that saves all human beings, and the Bible testified to this 

divine revelation.  They settled upon a middle-aged gentleman.  They held a Bible to him and 

told him about the truth of Jesus Christ that was contained in it.  All of this was done in English. 

The local gentleman spoke to them in Tamil, my native language, which enabled me to follow 

both the missionary's communication in English and the respondent's articulation in Tamil. The 

man said that he did read the Bible even though he was a Hindu. The American did not know 

what was being said to him, and the native translator did not share this fact. Perhaps he did not 

want to ruin the American's elated presumption that he was the bearer of wholly new good news! 

He had come with this gospel and wanted to give it to the local Indian. Once the missive was 

orally communicated the swift emissary went on to ask if he could pray with the gentleman. A 

courteous nod permitted the American to offer an English prayer in the power of the Holy Spirit 

and though the name of Jesus. The parting gift was a promise to get a Bible to him, quite 

ignorant that this Hindu gentleman had already informed him that he was reading the Bible, 

presumably in Tamil. The team got back into the minivan and left as quickly as they came. They 

were filled with joy that they had preached the good news to an eager non-Christian who could 

now very well be on the salvation path.” 

------------------- 

Sathianathan’s observation of this common encounter serves as a reminder for him about 

what missionary work should look like.  While the characteristic connected nature of the local 

South Indian community was visible in this encounter, he remains struck by the not-so-Western 

mannerism of the Americans which stands in contrast to his experience of living in American 

culture. Quite unlike what they would have done in any downtown American city, the 

missionaries confidently entered into the private world of another society to entreat them to 

accept their religious views and prayed for them in public.  Although Sathianathan admits that he 

is generalizing when he states this observation of American culture, he notices how private and 

protective westerners are of their space.  The personal lives, property, and communities of 



westerners is protected most vigorously.  One is not expected to fuse the private and the public in 

the United States.
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  A difficult lesson for many a lonely foreigner.   

A little bit of perspective can be quite revelatory and can sometimes prompt a Jesus 

follower to reevaluate things they might have learned, in order to realign to what Jesus calls his 

followers to. 

 

  

Reciprocity is one of those topics that I reflect upon often.  On my journey of faith, I have 

been captivated by the recurrent theme of reciprocity that Jesus speaks of.  The gospel of Jesus is 

intentional and reciprocal.  It is never a one-way transaction, it is deeply connected.  Reciprocity 

is a vehicle by which creation is restored and a conduit where the love of Jesus is conveyed in 

most powerful ways.  As I reflect on this I am reminded of the protestation that the apostles gave 

to Jesus when he bid them to come to him so that he might wash their feet.  The Apostles 

responded exactly how I would have responded.  Surely not!!  No way Jesus, I’ll wash your feet 

but you should never wash mine.  I mean, you are Jesus, surely you aren’t thinking clearly right 

now.  And Jesus hit them and us with these revelatory and haunting words.  “Unless I wash you, 

you have no part with me.”  Jesus Christ, the Lord and savior of all creation, who is worthy of all 

praise and worship, who exudes divine love which transcends all comprehension, humbles 

himself to wash our feet and beckons us to receive it.  A call to more than a hollow and passive 

acceptance, but an intentional and convicted reception.  The same kind of reception and 

acceptance that Jesus extends to all.  A miraculous synergy occurs when this giving and 

receiving occurs and the power of God is revealed. 

 

 In today’s passage from Luke we hear of Jesus sending out some very early Christian 

missionaries.  On this Fifth Sunday after Pentecost, we encounter the story of the sending of the 

seventy. Two by two the followers of Jesus go forth to proclaim the reign of God. They are told 

to pray for other workers to enter the harvest, that they are going like sheep among wolves, that 

they are to carry no extras.  They are instructed extend peace and to receive peace.  

 

 

In this first missionary adventure, Jesus sends his followers out in a posture emphasizing 

connection, even though it was as if they were sent out amongst wolves. By the end of the 

passage the disciples came back filled with rejoicing saying, "Even the demons are subject to us 

in your name" (Luke 10:17).
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  Something powerful happened here!? 

 

As I studied this passage a detail struck me in a way that hasn’t before.  Jesus’s 

instruction to the 70 emphasized the urgency of proclaiming the supreme importance of the 

kingdom of God, and that the encounters of those he sends must be reciprocal in nature.  Jesus 

talks about peaceful interaction, and hospitality.  Jesus even hammers home this instruction by 

telling his followers twice, to eat and drink what they were given by their hosts.     
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What do you think this is all about? 
 
I think it has to do with that miraculous synergy I mentioned before.  That space created when 
people are people together,  
where the deeper truth of who God is and who God made us to be is put front and center, 
allowing all involved to enter into an authentic stance of solidarity with each other and with 
almighty God.   
 
Jesus’s instructions strip away some of the elements of social interaction that can take away 
from an authentic and intentional dynamic. In his instruction to his first missionaries he helped 
to put them in a receptive posture as they shared what they had to share.  It’s not hard to see 
that his instruction to his followers also helped to prime the receptivity of those that the 70 
met with.  Jesus sent the 70 out “amongst wolves” and yet they reported back with the 
amazing experiences they had with people!   
 
----------- 
 Friends, Jesus is not telling us to go to people’s houses for free food.  
He is not giving us some magical equation for mission success.   
How easy it would be if that were so.   
I am convinced that what Jesus is interested in here is that those who follow him exude that 
same real interest in people that he does.  
It’s amazing how often we still do approach the work of sharing about Jesus as if it’s a simple 
equation.  We follow our magic formula to achieve a certain outcome.  But… 
The kingdom of God is bigger than that!   
 It’s not about arriving in a minivan in order to expediently hand off information.   
The gospel is more!   
 
The gospel is the good news that we experience… together,  
that we share, together 
that is given to us all, and 
that we receive, together.  
   
 

 

 In April I received one of the greatest gifts of my life.  My dear wife Dawn surprised me 

with the gift of a trip to South America together to celebrate 15 years of marriage.  We had a 

wonderful time and it was my first time leaving the country.  We went with a tour group and on 

our first night, when we arrived, we met our leader, Wilson.  He had a warm smile, comforting 

presence, and he had just the right balance of humor and knowledge to ease the nerves of 

travelers in an unknown place.  I was surprised when we walked up to him at the airport and he 

asked me to hold up the sign to gather our group so he could use the restroom.  I was in Ecuador 

for 10 minutes and already I was an ambassador in the country helping to organize people!   



 

It’s funny what things impact you… and this first encounter impacted me.  It was the beginning 

of a special friendship. 

 Over the course of our time together Dawn and I got to know Wilson more.  We 

obviously received his hospitality well, because he was our tour guide.  That was his job!  But 

we also got to know Wilson on a personal level and like all people, there is always more once 

you move beyond the superficial aspects of interaction.  Dawn and I were honored that he shared 

so much with us.   

As our journey progressed I found myself being used as a “prop” that Wilson used to 

entertain the group.  He would decorate me with exotic flowers to make me look like some kind 

of forest troll.  He would put a boa constrictor that he found around my shoulders.  And he was 

always making me get up to eat some mysterious thing (mostly bugs). I sensed that he picked me 

because he knew I would go where he led and he liked my anxious but willing receptivity.  

I ate some things that I never, ever would have considered eating, and in the process, I 

helped to provide some quality entertainment for the group.   

 During our travels together we learned that Wilson is from an indigenous tribe in the 

Amazon.  We learned his real name, NWQYTU Tituana.  We visited many sites and heard of the 

history of his country.  A rich and beautiful history and a history with deep wounds, many of 

them caused by missionaries who came in Jesus’s name over centuries.  Wilson never spoke 

negatively of this history, but you could see the pain in the eyes of this native man who had 

become such a friend to us.  Mission in the name of Jesus had deeply wounded NWQYTU’s 

family for generations.  Dawn and I always listened to what he said and there was a miraculous 

synergy there where we got to know more on a personal level. 

 On our last night as we were saying good bye to Wilson I thanked him for the special 

friendship he shared with us.  I told him how I knew he did this for groups all the time but that it 

meant a lot to me and I so valued our friendship and I remember his response to me.  He said 

“this was different, I feel the same way.”     

 He asked what I was going to do when I got back home and for the first time I told him 

about what I do for work.  His reaction was priceless. I saw him process the reality of his new 

friend being a pastor in a church.  I saw it not add up in his mind. As we gave our goodbye hug 

he had this surprised smile that was equal parts “you’re kidding me” and “really”? 

  

Through my encounter with Wilson I got know Jesus more,  

about how Jesus works in and through us in reciprocal ways.   

 

It is my prayer that somehow that through our encounter  

That Wilson might know Jesus more too. 

 

Friends as we approach life, and the Lord’s table this day, may Jesus’ instructions to his 

missionaries inform our hearts as we receive and as we give. 

 

Amen! 

 

   

 


