First Peter 2:1-5

Rid yourselves, therefore, of all malice, and all guile, insincerity, envy, and all slander. Like newborn infants, long for the pure, spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow into salvation— if indeed you have tasted that the Lord is good.

Come to him, a living stone, though rejected by mortals yet chosen and precious in God’s sight, and like living stones, let yourselves be built into a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.

Psalm 34; 1st Peter 2:1-5
       Taste & See & Hear & Touch
February 9, 2020

We continue on with our sermon series on the integration of Body / Soul / Spirit this week with reflections on the varied ways our senses (our bodies) become avenues for God in the sustaining of our spirits.

Learning styles.  For those who have not realized it yet, I wear glasses.  I am near-sighted; probably in more ways than one.  I often remove my glasses for the reading of the daily paper, a book or a commentary, but I need help to fully appreciate the stop signs, the cranes in the fall sky, or anything else more than two feet from my face.  I was not privileged to receive prescription glasses until I was age 16.  Because I could not see the chalk board in my classrooms growing up, I adapted to learning through listening.  I focused intently upon the words of my teachers and translated them into notes in a paper tablet.  This combination of learning styles—auditory and writing (which is tactile)—helped me survive.  
This sermon series and my experience raises questions for me on the varied ways in which the church can mediate the good news of Jesus Christ in worship and witness.   Some learn by hearing.  Some learn by sight.  Some learn by touch, sense, or feel.  Some learn by doing.  Let us start with where we are at.

NPMC has candles—some electric and some with actual flame, not as many as other churches but more than some.  I suspect this candle fetish harkens back to Ex. 27:20-21 which speaks of an oil lamp burning regularly in the tent of meeting.  The light captures our eyes.  If you are close enough to it there is even warmth.  In Christian circles we are reminded that we follow one who declared, “I am the Light of the world” (Jn 8:12) and invited us to be the light of the world (Mt 5:14).


Learning styles:  we sing.  Singing is a deeply spiritual and physical endeavor.  We simply can not sing without muscular activity.  It is the Mennonite way, I would suggest, of genuflecting or making the sign of the cross.  In our bibles we have at least 321 references to “song” or its various cognates (sing, song, singer, etc..,. all these come from a variety of Hebrew and Greek words:  ψαλῶ, ὕμνος, שִׁ֑יר, מִזְמ֥וֹר, רמִזְ, etc..,).  This doesn’t include citations of music, musicians, or hymns which are also a part of the singing family.  Oh sure, a goodly number of these musical allusions are rooted in worship but we also hear of party songs (Gen 31.27), triumphal songs, love songs (Cant. 1.1), drunken songs, pilgrim songs (Psalms 120-134), well-digging songs (Nu. 21.17), and other types of work songs (Is 5.1; 23.15; 27.2-5).
  We can not sing without using our bodies, and as sing our spirits are nourished.
Learning styles:  These days around here we have slides to accompany many of our sermons.  They are not icons, but certainly more affordable than icons.  In my early years this aspect of our congregational worship did not exist.  According to the statistics visual learners comprise anywhere from 40-60% of the population.  Between song, sermon, scripture reading and children’s time we still are very heavily weighted towards auditory learning; precious little for the visual learner.
We are doing our best, but have our heritage.  Of the Reformed and Lutheran circles that shaped the style of worship which has residual effects in our Mennonite tradition, Timothy George wrote,
[T]hey made the sermon the centerpiece of the church’s regular worship.  Prior to the Reformation, the sermon was mostly an ad hoc event reserved for special occasions or seasons of the liturgical cycle, especially Christmas and Eastertide. Most sermons were preached in town squares or open fields. The reformers brought the sermon back inside the church and gave it an honored place in the public worship of the gathered community. The central role of preaching in Protestant worship can be seen in the way pulpits were raised to a higher elevation as families gathered with their children to hear the Word proclaimed.

This article does not reference the iconoclasms which destroyed most visual art in the worship space.  Neither does it reference the manner in which attention to the ear and worship fueled Baroque composers such as Bach.  One author ascribes J.S. Bach (my all time favorite) compositions as “the perfect artistic reflection of Luther’s conviction that the ear—attuned to the Word of God—rather than the eye, was the ideal “Christian sense.”
  As a result of this Protestant Reformation tendency, we have had stellar preaching in this congregation (my Sundays excluded).  As a result of this Protestant Reformation tendency we have had amazing music in this congregation.  But not everyone learns best through the ear.

As a result of this Protestant Reformation tendency, therefore, many on a Sunday morning are looking towards the touch of community (its about the people).  As a result, therefore, many on a Sunday appreciate the visuals in worship.  As a result, therefore, many on a Sunday savor the smell of potluck or care group offerings anticipating the time in which we taste and see goodness in food and fellowship within a faith community.   This has been a brief and incomplete description of where we are at in relation to sensory worship and how we got here.  Now to the Bible
In preparation for this sermon a range of scriptures came to my mind. The description of the ornate priestly vestments (adorned with bells no less!) is sensory rich and very intriguing.  All around Exodus 28 there are guidelines for multi-sensory worship-- a lamp burning regularly (27:20), the raising of the offering (29:24), burnt offerings making a pleasing odor to the Lord (29:25).  Smell is one sense we rarely if ever utilize in our worship services; and yet the experts suggest the sense of smell is one of the most sophisticated ways in which humans and other animals activate memory.  Moving on in the biblical texts we have a whole host of scriptures which describe eating the Word:  taste and see that that Lord is good (Ps 34:8; 1 Peter 2:2-3); an angel feeds Elijah a power bar snack which re-energizes him in his flight from Jezebel; Ezekiel tucks into a scroll which gives him visions (Ez ch 3); Jesus spends a lot of time feeding and eating with people; the potluck tradition of the early church to which our Eucharistic services allude (1 Cor11:17ff).  Dare we mention the holy kiss which our hand-shake greeting approximates but lacks the same fraternal intimacy (see 1 Thess 5:26 for example)?  The biblical text is an amazing weave, actually, of taste / touch / visual / auditory / movement and smell.  All of these are described as ways in which we open ourselves to the love of God, extend compassion to others, and be nourished for the tasks before us.
From this biblical survey I am not suggesting radicle modifications to our worship life around here.  People largely attend this congregation because they find our style of worship tolerable if not meaningful.  The breadth of the biblical texts on this question as well as church tradition might, though, point us directions for enriching our community life.  Maybe we test out new ways of worship (like these crazy slides), maybe we do not.  Those are questions for dialogue and discussion.  There is, then, our worship beyond this building which we sometimes call witness.
I am taken, for example, in the ways visual art has been used by Christians in advocating for peace.  The slide you are now seeing is a picture of a sculpture made by Esther Augsburger, a Mennonite from Washington DC, which sat outside Judiciary Hall in that nation’s capital the past decade or two.  Of the art piece entitled “Guns into Plowshares” she wrote,
‘Guns into Plowshares is a large sculpture of steel, in the sculptural shape of a plowshare, with 3000 hand guns welded onto it. The guns were collected from several Metropolitan Police Department turn-in programs in which (the American boxer) Riddik Bowe donated $100 per hand-gun turned in to them. In turn the Chief of Police negotiated with me to build the sculpture, expressing that we can turn our weapons of destruction into that which will cultivate peace – a plow – a symbol of providing for the bread of peace. The theme was taken from Isaiah 2:4, “They shall beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks.” Our son Michael, gifted in art, and I designed and built the sculpture, a steel plowshare nineteen feet long and sixteen feet tall, with over 3000 guns welded onto the form. The guns were not melted down, but welded onto the form as a full expression of their being instruments of violence.’

Or consider an initiative promoted by the Saskatoon Food Council, the placard you see here referenced, an event from this past December.  Regrettably, I did not make it out that evening; but I really like the idea of Taste & See.  Gord Enns helps manage the Good Food Council, Jared Regier is a regular presenter on behalf of Good Food, a number of us have been involved with community gardens and the local food movement.  In this event promoting local food producers and healthy food, they offered edibles as well as information:  it was a taste and see and learn opportunity.

There was no overt evangelism a part of this evening, and yet it was an evangelistic event incorporating the senses.   We must take food seriously even as we take peace seriously.  On a commute somewhere this past week I had a chance to listen to an interview of JoAnne Arcand, who is a registered dietician and professor in Ontario.  We and our children, she says eat too much salt and too much sugar.  Cook from scratch, she says.   If we continue in this way our children will undoubtedly find themselves in a health care crisis.
  Hmmmm.  Where might we find local and healthy and tasty ingredients to cook from scratch??

Music also serves communicate the Good News.  Some years back I showed a clip from the Singing Revolution in Estonia, so I will only reference it today and include the link in my sermon copy.
   Music has been sustenance and witness in challenging communist occupation, or the likes of Harvey Weistein, or enduring apartheid, or surviving as a slave in the American south.
The Good News, the Gospel, was intended for body, mind, and soul--  for ourselves and the world in which we live.  God desires the best for our bodies / minds / spirits.   And the Light of the World has called us to be light for the world.  
In conclusion, I am grateful to the artists who grace our world with visual and sung art inviting us to deeper life.  I am grateful for the cooks and bakers who permit us good things to taste and see.  I am grateful for those preachers and teachers who speak words guiding us to deeper compassion.  I am grateful for yoga instructors, massage therapists, physical therapists, dancers, nutritionists, musicians and song leaders who aid us in giving bodily expression to healing and hope.  I am grateful for the God who shaped them all in the Divine image and continues to inspire them.  Amen.
Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church
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