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The story of the man born blind opens with the age old
question of the problem of evil and suffering in human ex-
perience. It closes with a man transformed both in physical
and spiritual sight bucking the tides of the uncaring and
twisted system of his day because of his new found faith in
Jesus Christ. The disciples posed the question of “why” about
human pain and penalty. They wanted to find someone to
blame . . . either the parents or foreknowledge of the man’s
future sin. But the force of the Greek words is that Jesus
brushed aside the question of “why” to get to the more
pressing question of what to do about it. “Neither . . . but
I must work the works of him who sent me while it is yet
day for night cometh.” In this experience Jesus reveals to all
of us for all time that God is more involved in the urgency
of our present tense pain and our future tense potential than
in ferreting out past tense causes for our darkness. A hurting
world needs not explanations but transformation. While it
is yet day . . . night cometh.

Jesus sets the pattern and calls us to follow. He is in touch
with the Eternal. He is in tune with the rhythms of the
Father. A sense of urgency throbs through his actions. Yet
He is a man paced to the cadence count of God’s future. He
had the peace of knowing His purpose. He moves without
panic but with perception. He sees the open door and moves
through it. The time is brief so he cannot afford the empty
motions of wringing hands over the past, being bogged down
in paralysis of analysis in the present, or fearing to risk
challenging the future. A hurting humanity is in darkness
and the power to deliver them lies in our hands. . . . While it
is yet day for night cometh.

As Southern Baptist Christians we stand at a unique mo-
ment in history. Blessed by God with resources beyond our
comprehension, we have been led by Him to become the
largest evangelical body in the most powerful nation on the
earth. The fresh movings of God among us remind us that
our resources are greater than our wealth of talent, personnel,
and money. The kind of darkness we face will not be over-
come simply by will power or willingness to work. It must
be “Not by power nor by might but by my name saith the
Lord of hosts.” It is my profound conviction that God’s
Spirit is at work among us opening doors undreamed of in
previous days. And praise God, Southern Baptists are going
through those doors. We are on Bold Mission. We are in-

creasingly engaged in Bold Mission. We are not where we
ought to be, but we are ready to recognize the challenge of
the darkness as our opportunity, the choice of God to use
commonplace materials like us to transmit His transforming
touch to a blinded world, and the commitment that is neces-
sary to claim His promises while it is yet day.

I. The Challenge of the Darkness

Look with me at the challenge of the darkness. The dark-
ness which suffocated the hopes of the man bom blind curses
contemporary man. Ray Summers reminds us in his new
study of John’s Gospel that the darkness is not just the ab-
sence of light. It is a malignant force attacking light. It is
evil fogging our vision like the smog which chokes life from
the weak and the young. It is the darkness of sin.

1. Darkness As Curse

We are bom under its curse. We are bom into a world
with the image and capacity for God scarred, defaced, and
damaged in us by the DARKNESS. We live out our groping,
seeking, asking lives stumbling down roads we don’t under-
stand, lonely for a touch we can’t feel, angry at ourselves
and our circumstances over hungers we can't satisfy because
of the DARKNESS.

Whole societies know its curse. People are plundered and
brutally murdered in the Uganda’s of our world because of
the Idi Amin’s of our world . . . and the DARKNESS.

Terrorists toss bombs and kill innocent children while crime
rates spiral and prisons are packed with brutalizing over-
crowding . . . BECAUSE OF THE DARKNESS.

Ghettos grow despite a rhetoric of concern and children
have their hopes crushed by inadequate education, uncross-
able barriers, and decreasing opportunities . . . BECAUSE
OF THE DARKNESS.

Television tubes transmit twisted sexuality, rejection of
the sanctity of marriages, violence as a way of life . . . BE-
CAUSE OF THE DARKNESS.

Men gather in bedsheets to chant their racist diatribes de-
spite the stated commitments of our society toward racial
justice and harmony . . . BECAUSE OF THE DARKNESS.

Children and old people die around the world for lack of
food which does exist or could exist because selfishness and
greed keep us immobilized IN THE DARKNESS.

It is the Malignant Darkness of Sin. It shows up in greed,
pride, rebellion, lethargy, hate, filth, envy, strife. . . . But the
core of it . . . the heart of it ... is Sin. We were bom in
it. We contend with it. We cannot in our strength alone solve
it.

But to Paul’s anguished cry, “Who shall deliver me from
this body of death,” Heaven answers, “Jesus Christ our
Lord.” The curse of darkness meets its match in Jesus Christ
who is working “while it is yet day, for night cometh.”
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2. Darkness As Challenge

The darkness is not simply curse, it is also challenge. In
the strategy of God, Light comes to combat Darkness. John
says the darkness could not carry the day. “Why? Because
where sin abounds, grace also abounds. The intensity of the
pain signals the powerful presense of His healing power. It is
in the very passionate struggle against light that the eye of
faith perceives the prelude to victory.

Our Brother Chuck Colson will speak to us tonight. In
a recent conversation we were talking about the intensifying
reaction to the Born Again experience in our society. The
thrust of God’s Spirit awakening so many to His saving grace
has caused an increased animosity toward Christians. This is
true toward Christians in political leadership. It is true about
audiences in television talk shows. In a recent talk show some
were saying to Chuck, “That’s all right for you, but why
don’t you just leave us alone.” The thrust of the Spirit pro-
duces the counter thrust of the Darkness. It sounds like the
ancient Gadarene in the tombs crying out “Depart from me.
What have | to do with thee, Jesus?” Yet that challenge must
be met. For underneath that resistance are hearts cursed by
the darkness and in need of life. George Gallup’s extensive
two-year study of the unchurched American reveals that more
than half of them are open to a warm and caring invitation
to be a part of a live and committed fellowship of believers.
The Darkness is a Challenge to Evangelism. The end result
should be men, families, cities, and nations, like the trans-
formed Gadarene, “Fully clothed and in the right mind, sit-
ting at the feet of Jesus.” Where sin abounds, grace also
abounds.

The very fact that the darkness IS is a challenge. God is
up to something among us. In the words of Nehemiah, “We
are doing a great work and will not come down.” He is call-
ing us as Southern Baptist Christians to be a flashpoint in

spir:éual awakening with which he is seeking to sweep our
world.

Il. The Choice of Materials to Transmit His Transforming
Touch

The Miracle of it . . . the wonder of it ... is that Christ
has chosen such commonplace materials as us to be His in-
struments in spiritual awakening. The heart of Bold Mission
Thrust is that we are the instruments of His Holy Spirit to
share His powerful and life changing touch with the world.

Look at the actions of Jesus in the Scripture. He healed
the blind man not with some dramatic stroke from the sky,
not with an answer by fire and dazzling display, not with
some mysterious material from heaven. He stoops down and
makes clay from spittle and dirt. Don’t be offended by it. It
may sound unsanitary and crude, but there is an important
insight here. In the very beginning God fashioned us from
clay. Jesus moves with the clay, the most commonplace of
material, to fashion the transformation which will be com-
pleted by an act of faith in the blind man as he washes in the
pool of Siloam.

The wonder of God’s working is that he uses us . . . sin-
ners, flawed and faltering, and often failing as His messen-
gers. He touches us. He transforms us. He commissions us.
As we come to be pliable in His hands, He transmits through
us by the power of the Holy Spirit the occasions for faith
response which means sight for the blind, liberty for the cap-
tives, hope for the despairing, forgiveness for the guilty, life
for those sentenced to eternal death. No one said it better
than D. T. Niles of Ceylon. “Evangelism is one beggar telling
another beggar where the food is.”

As | have journeyed the length and breadth of our land
and other lands in these past years, | have had the oppor-
tunity to observe the life and fellowship of the Southern

Baptist family on virtually every level of our work. It has
been a unique and enlightening experience. It has blessed my
life and often burdened my soul. We are a complex and multi-
cultured people stretched across every state in this nation
and into 94 countries of the world. We have both the
strengths and weaknesses of being an immense people. We
are often a flawed people. There are times when we are
limited in our vision, so wrapped up in our loyalty to our
own territory, our own programs, or own egos that we lost
sight of the vast purpose and promise of God. There are
times when we are so colored by our culture and silenced by
our surroundings that we fail to speak the truth of God. There
are times in which our differences in opinion become differ-
ences in relationships and we make the Corinthian mistake
of gathering our allegiances behind the Apollo’s and the
Peter’s and the Paul’s instead of centering it wholly and
totally in the Lord Jesus Christ. There are times when we
seek to serve God’s spiritual kingodm in the strength of the
flesh and depend on our own energy and enthusiasm to ac-
complish what only God can do. We are often a flawed
people.

But, take heart! God has chosen the foolish things of the
world to confound the wise. He has chosen the weak things
of the world to confront the strong. He has chosen the dirt
and spit in the hands of Jesus to be the conduit of His
transforming power. In an Amazing Grace, He has chosen
us ...You...andyou...andyou ...and me. ..
to be His conduits of transforming power. The Wonder of
It All! I have watched God at work among Southern Baptist
Christians. We are still, thank God, a movement of the
people. In tiny church houses in open country, in Bible
study fellowships starting churches in motels or homes or
school buildings, in vast church houses covering blocks of
urban landscape, in embassies in foreign capitals, in execu-
tive suites, in offices of men of earthly power, in encamp-
ments under open sky, in streets and ghettos, Southern Bap-
tists are on the move. God is at work. He is energizing and
empowering his people. The cries of conviction and the joy-
ous testimonies of conversion are happening. The wind of
God is blowing. The touch of Christ is being felt.

Where there is not victory and baptisms are dropping,
there is a work of God in burdening his people. He is creating
the yearning which is prelude to revival. He is moving to
quicken lagging steps.

For reasons beyond my comprehension, He has placed us
in a unique role in His world. Our strengths are that as a
movement of the people. We believe in experiential religion.
God must move or nothing happens. We are a people of the
New Birth. We believe in the Lordship of Christ and the
responsibile response required of every believer as a priest of
God. We are a people who understand God’s authority in
His Word. We respect the uniqueness of every person and
the freedom of every conscience. God has fashioned in us a
people uniquely equipped to witness to contemporary man.
Flawed and sinful?? Yes. But saved by His grace? Yes!
Sharing His message? Conduits of His power? While it is yet
day, for night cometh.

IlIl. The Commitment Necessary to Claim His Promises
While It Is Yet Day
Let us see what is necessary for us to claim His promise of
transformation while it is yet day. The essence of that re-
quirement is COMMITMENT. It may take various forms
and demand various actions, but the bottom line of Bold
Mission Thrust is commitment.

1. The Commitment of Faith

The blind man had to believe enough to act. He did not
understand all of the claims of Christ. He did not even know



for sure how the process worked. He simply knew that his
agony was deep and the promise was made. He acted in
obedience to the command. And God moved. It is thus with
us. No man’s mind can comprehend all the workings of God.
He is greater than we can contain in our tiny minds. There-
fore, He has come. The Word becoming flesh and dwelling
among us. He commands us to go. We go with His truth
because we believe His message. The proof is in the results.
Sight . . .insight . . . life . . . hope . . . joy . . . foregiveness
. . . peace. We act on His command.

Why are we so involved in missions, ministry, evangelism?
Not just so a religious organization can grow ... not just
so we can convince people of our way of life . . . not to
proselytize . . . but because the God who has made us, and
bought us, and changed us has charged us with the task. We
go because we are told to do so. It is a commitment of faith.

2. The Commitment to a Priority

The blind man was obsessed with one thing . . . Jesus
and what Jesus wanted him to do with his newfound sight.
It is out of that gratitude that our priority is formed. He
has led us to it. As Southern Baptist Christians in this time
and season, that priority is Bold Mission Thrust. . . while it is
yet day. Refusing to dissipate our energies, to follow false
trails, to be divided and conquered, we should be concen-
trating all we have on His commission to us. We must not
sacrifice the best on the altar of the good. As | perceive it,
we are being pressed by good and sincere people right now
to alter our agenda from Bold Mission Thrust. In this very
crucial time of gathering momentum toward increased mis-
sion lives, increased mission giving, increased mission pray-
ing, some want to change our agenda from missions to ortho-
doxy. We must resist that temptation. We must remain a
Bible-believing, Bible-sharing, Bible-obeying people commit-
ted to the Lordship of Christ. The Bible says, “Go ye into all
the world and preach the gospel to every creature.” When
Simon Peter suggested an alternative agenda to Jesus, He
said, that the voice is the voice of a friend but the message
is the message of the enemy.

3. The Commitment for Confrontation

The blind man could see. It was a revolutionizing mo-
ment in his life, but he was immediately thrown into con-
frontation with the powers of his world. They were trapped
in an empty and dead religion. The rules were more impor-
tant than the results. They were people of privilege and
power. That was being threatened by a power they could not
control. He was forced of conscience to bear witness to the
truth. He had experienced it. He knew it to be true. He
confronted them . . . abandoned by his parents who should
have rejoiced with him, forsaken of his friends who sud-
denly forgot who he was, he stood alone. But it was worth
it. He could see. Jesus did it. He would live out his gratitude
whatever that cost.

As contemporary Christians committed to a world wide
Bold Mission Thrust, we must take our stand against tyranny
and for human rights. We are committed as Baptists to free-
dom of human conscience. It is essential to our understanding
of the nature of the religious response. Wherever systems of
power deny it, we must communicate our concern in the
strongest of terms. We will have address us with his testi-
mony Thursday night Pastor Georgi Vins. He comes not
as a messenger from another Baptist group on the other side
of the globe. He comes as a man of conscience who has
paid the price of imprisonment and exile for his convictions.
The Baptist preachers speaking out of the jail cells in Co-
lonial Virginia, paying the price of their conscience for re-
fusing to register with the State, must be cheering on from

their grandstands in glory as our nation’s leader secures the
freedom of a man of conscience for whom we have all
prayed and pleaded.

I am thankful that the reinterpretation of the law in Israel
has blunted the threat of discrimination against Christians
in that country about which we were all so concerned when
we gathered a year ago. Now we must be concerned also
about other countries such as Indonesia and India which are
dealing with the same kind of pressures to abort the freedom
of Christian witnessing in their lands. Responsible Christian
witnessing requires confrontation over basic God-given rights
of freedom of conscience.

As contemporary Christians committed to a world-wide
Bold Mission Thrust, we must take our stand for human sur-
vival. We have made significant strides in our own efforts to
raise consciousness about world hunger and to channel re-
sources into direct ministry of helping people help themselves
to raise, secure, and distribute food. You will have an oppor-
tunity today at noon to contribute to that cause. In our
crowded Convention with the difficulties we encounter in
transportation, the Baptist men have set up their disaster
relief units here at the Convention Center. These are the life
saving centers through which we express our Christian love
in trained response to disaster. You can eat off that unit
your noon meal. Whatever you decide to give beyond a basic
$1.49 cost for your plate will go to world hunger. In addition
to our efforts, we must confront our system of political and
economic decision making with the call to respond as the
world s richest nation to the cries of the hungry in vast areas
of our earth. There are major steps our nation can take in
meeting that challenge of world hunger. We need to be ur-
gent about that confrontation.

Human survival is wrapped up in the problem of nuclear
war. We are facing one of the most emotional debates of our
recent history over the wisest way to meeting competition
from other nations and systems. The costly and dangerous
nuclear arms race must be brought under some kind of
orderly limitation. I call on you to study seriously and care-
fully that complex issue. | have done so. I am personally
convinced that the effort in that direction in the strategic
arms limitation treaty is a step in the right direction. Every
Christian has a responsibility to find out for himself and then
confront his community with his participation in that process
of decision making. The very survival of humanity is wrap-
ped up in these questions.

4. The Commitment Is Our Lives: Time, Energy, and
Possessions

The final picture of the blind man is a seeing man on
his knees before Jesus saying “Lord | believe.” He is totally
at the disposal of the one who has set him free of the dark-
ness. Bold Mission Thrust is the occasion for us to break out
of the past patterns of part time commitment into a new
intensity of missions. We are going to experience tomorrow
night in the Astrodome a unique time of commitment. A
record number of lives have been laid on the line by young
and old in our Southern Baptist family. Think of it, one
thousand one hundred persons giving their lives . . . from a
year to a lifetime ... in mission service. Assigned to a task
by our mission boards since January of last year, these are
not simply names and places. It represents sacrifice and serv-
ice, surrender and certainty of hard work, time and energy,
money and resources. There should be three thousand out
there tomorrow night ... or five thousand. ... But God is
at work calling out the called. We are all wrapped up in it.
Standing by each missionary will be a person representing
our total Baptist family. Missions is not simply the business
of missionaries. Missions is the heartbeat of the total Southern



Baptist family. We will see it illustrated in that moment. We
will sing together, pray together, listen together, then we will
join in committing our lives together. We’re asking God to

call out the called. A thousand more in one night . . . hear-
ing the call and responding to it with a promise ... a life
commitment ... a time commitment.

It is not a time for business as usual so we will not be
trapped in yesterday’s patterns. We will utilize technology
to share the gospel. We will move with our hands to touch
hurting people all over our nation and our world. We will
call our churches to new visions of growth and development.
We will claim neighborhoods, cities, states, and nations for
our Lord.

Conclusion

The key to it all is that time is running out. Jesus says it
in the fateful words about His own brief time here.

“"While it is yet day for night cometh.” Don’t you sense it . . .
the grains of sand are running quickly through the eternal
hour glass. Time is running out. The frenzy of the eternal
grandstands is felt by us on the playing field of this age.
Time is running out. The obsessive question of young people
on our high school, college, and seminary campuses is about
the end of time. Is time running out? Doors are closing in
some lives. Doors are closing in some cities. Doors are closing
in some nations. Time is running out.

But the call to us is not for panic reaction. We are not
to be paralyzed by fear. We are not to be hyped up by
artificial spiritual adrenalin. We are to deal with life one
moment at a time. No time should be lost. No energy should
be wasted. No task for God should be postponed. He calls
us to join Him in harvest, in awakening, in revival, in mis-
sion. Night cometh. But it’s not here yet. Let us claim His
power and victory . . . while it is yet day.



