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Last year whenI was preaching all throughout Ontario, I 

visited a small church. 

The building wasn't impressive. The congregation wasn't 

large. On a Sunday morning, there were more empty pews 

than occupied ones. 

If you were measuring success by attendance statistics, you 

might have walked in and concluded that the church's best 

days were behind it. 

The members knew the numbers too. 

They knew what the church had looked like thirty years 

earlier. They remembered crowded Christmas Eve 

services. They remembered Sunday school classrooms full 

of children. They remembered when parking spaces were 

hard to find. 

Now they wondered about the future. 

As I listened to them speak, I heard grief. 

But I also heard something else. 

I heard stories. 



Stories about meals delivered to shut-ins. Stories about 

refugees finding welcome. Stories about community 

groups using the building. Stories about people who had 

found friendship, healing, and hope within those walls. 

I heard stories of prayers answered with gratitude. Stories 

of worship that strengthened their relationship with God 

and encouraged them to greater faithfulness. Stories of 

learning that brought them to a deeper understanding of 

how God worked in their lives and the world.  

The congregation was smaller than it had once been. 

But the love was not smaller. The compassion was not 

smaller. The ministry was not smaller. And I remember 

thinking that perhaps we sometimes count the wrong 

things. 

In fact, in my 15 months of preaching all over Ontario I 

noticed that the smaller the church, the longer the 

announcement time.  

Moreover, the largest church I preached at during that 

time had NO announcements…in SEPTEMBER (no I’m 

not going to name names).  

I even asked “You mean to tell me that there’s NOTHING 

going on?” And a council member replied on behalf of the 

congregation, “I don’t know what to tell you…” 



Again, churches might be counting the wrong things. And 

this may have led to what Rev. Canon. Martha Tatarnic of 

St. George’s Anglican Church in St. Catharines, once  

identified as the “Body of Christ having Body dysmorphia,” 

like those who look at other’s perceived perfect bodies and 

feel inadequate, the Body of Christ as expressed in the 

local church, can feel diminished at the perceived “health” 

of larger churches simply because they appear to be 

thriving because of their numbers. 

But larger numbers don't mean they are more faithful. And 

fewer numbers don't mean the church is ineffective. Each 

church, each Christian, is called to minister in the field 

they are called to serve. 

When Matthew tells us that Jesus looked upon the crowds, 

he says Jesus was moved with compassion because they 

were "harassed and helpless, like sheep without a 

shepherd." 

That phrase deserves our attention. 

Jesus does not see a problem to be solved. 

He sees people. He sees their exhaustion. He sees their 

grief. He sees their fears.He sees their longing.  

And what he sees moves him. 



The compassion Matthew describes is not a polite feeling. 

It is not sympathy from a safe distance. It is a deep 

response that reaches into the centre of a person's being. 

Jesus is not detached from human suffering. He is touched 

by it. 

I suspect Jesus would recognize our world. Everywhere we 

look there are people carrying burdens that nobody else 

can see. Some are grieving relationships that have ended.  

Some are worried about money. Some are caring for aging 

parents. Some are struggling with anxiety. Some are 

lonely. Some are wondering if they still matter. 

Many look perfectly fine. Many are not. 

Jesus sees them all. 

And if we are honest, many of us carry some of those 

burdens ourselves. 

The remarkable thing about this Gospel is that Jesus does 

not stop with compassion. He moves from compassion to 

calling. 

After looking upon the crowds, Jesus turns toward the 

disciples. 

The need is overwhelming. The suffering is immense. The 

harvest is plentiful. The labourers are few. 



Then Jesus does something unexpected. He sends the 

disciples. I imagine they looked around for someone more 

qualified. 

Peter was impulsive. Thomas doubted. Matthew had 

worked for the empire. None of them were clean. None of 

them appeared particularly impressive. 

Yet Jesus sends them anyway. 

Not because they are perfect. Because they are willing. 

The kingdom of God has always advanced through 

ordinary people willing to show up. 

That truth becomes especially important when we think 

about the church today. 

Across Canada, many congregations are worried. 

Attendance has declined. Membership rolls are shrinking. 

The church no longer occupies the cultural position it once 

held. 

The census tells us Christianity has declined from 77% of 

Canadians in 2001 to 53% today. But Jesus never told the 

disciples to count Christians, as important as numbers can 

be. Jesus told them to look at the harvest. And the harvest 

is more than what is counted. The harvest is impact, not 

noses counted. The harvest is changed lives, not crowds 



gathered. The harvest is love released into the world, not 

adding numbers on a spreadsheet. 

When Jesus looked at the people around him, he did not 

see scarcity. He saw abundance. He saw people longing for 

healing, meaning, belonging, and hope. The harvest is still 

plentiful. 

Perhaps the challenge facing the Canadian church is not 

that spiritual hunger has disappeared. Perhaps the 

challenge is that spiritual hunger has changed its address.  

People are still searching for meaning. People are still 

wrestling with grief. People are still seeking purpose. 

People are still trying to discover how to live with courage 

and hope. People are still longing for belonging.  

The human heart remains hungry. The human soul is still 

calling out for connection with the Divine. The human 

being is longing for other human beings in a community 

that makes each of us rise in our beautiful, human, 

fullness. 

The harvest remains plentiful. 

The church's task is not to mourn endlessly what once 

was.The church's task is to notice where Christ is already 

at work. 

Our calling is not to recreate 1955. Our calling is to follow 

Jesus in 2026 and beyond. 



The future church may be smaller. It may be less powerful. 

It may look different from what previous generations 

experienced. 

But smaller is not the same as dead. 

A seed is smaller than a tree. A spark is smaller than a 

fire.Twelve disciples were smaller than an empire. 

God has always worked through small beginnings. 

The question has never been whether we are large enough. 

The question is whether we are willing. 

Jesus sends the disciples to heal. 

To reconcile. 

To bless. 

To proclaim hope. 

He sends them to embody the compassion they have 

received. 

Faith is not merely believing certain things about God. 

Faith is participating in God's dream for the world. Faith is 

living as though mercy is stronger than hatred. As though 

hope is stronger than despair.As though love is stronger 

than fear. 

The church is at its best when it remembers this. 



Every time a lonely person is welcomed, the kingdom 

appears. Every time a grieving neighbour is comforted, the 

kingdom appears. Every time someone is fed, encouraged, 

or restored, the kingdom appears. Every act of compassion 

becomes a sign that Christ is still moving through the 

world. 

Perhaps that is what the small church I visited taught me. 

Its members could have focused entirely on what they had 

lost. Instead, they focused on who God was calling them to 

love. 

And because of that, the congregation was still bearing 

fruit. Not the fruit of prestige.Not the fruit of influence. 

The fruit of the Gospel. 

The harvest is plentiful. 

Not because suffering has disappeared. Not because 

everything is fine. 

The harvest is plentiful because people are still longing for 

healing, meaning, community, and hope. 

And the astonishing news of this Gospel is that Jesus 

continues to entrust that work to ordinary people. 

People with doubts. People with scars. People with 

unfinished stories. People like us. 



Christ still walks through the towns and villages of this 

world. 

Still teaching. 

Still healing. 

Still loving. 

Still gathering a harvest of wounded and beautiful human 

beings. 

And still whispering to the church: 

Do not be afraid of your size. Do not be afraid of the 

future. 

The harvest is plentiful. 

Come with me. 

There is still work to do. 

Amen. 
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