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September 8, 2019
September is upon us and it is wonderful to see many faces which have been largely absent through the summer months in which family gatherings, time at the lake and other holidays take place.  The lost sheep, coins and children have been found and mostly returned to church life.  These biblical images appear in Luke 15 with two of those parables the assigned gospel reading for next week, so I am a bit beyond my bounds in referencing them.  Except, though, the words of today’s reading from Luke needs to be understood within the parables of lost things recovered (next week) as well as the parable of a great dinner in which the poor, crippled, the lame, and other sundry people are compelled to join a gracious host for a meal (last week).  The location of the very challenging words from Jesus today have their fullest meaning when set alongside Divine hospitality and the unrelenting Divine pursuit of lost sheep and lost coins and lost children.  Perhaps the sacrifices which Jesus asks us to make are directly linked to the grace infused stories we read before and after Christ’s invitation to take up our cross.   Hospitality and concern for “lost things” is part of the cross God in Christ carried, and it needs to shape how we conduct ourselves as a church community.  These are timely topics as we resume our church programing for the fall and winter months.
All this got me thinking about why people attend church, and why some choose to return come a new season in the year or in a new season of life.  It is my sense that many people attend faith communities because at some level we feel blind, lame, crippled, spiritually impoverished--  and we hope that in a space called sanctuary we might encounter the Living Presence who invites us into a sacred home to be served a sustaining meal.  It is my sense that many people attend faith communities because at some level we feel like a lost sheep, a lost coin, a lost daughter or son--  and we hope that in a space called sanctuary we increase our chance of being found.  It is my sense that many people attend faith communities because they are drawn to mingle with other sheep, to hear their stories of meeting a Good Shepherd, to find support from others, to belong, to be part of a family again.  Parents and grand-parents hope additional adults might influence their children into living into their best selves.  There is a desire for authenticity, for honesty, for the kind of belonging which stems from trust.  We want to hear about faith, hope and love.  We want to discover God’s presence in the darkness, to discern God’s intentions for our lives and world, to hear how we might serve God.  These are the sentiments which guide me in sermon writing and they are the sentiments which I think need to guide our community life.

Luke 14:27 which references the carrying of a cross is clearly a singular verb.  We each have specific crosses to bear related to the demands of our specific circumstances.  But, again, the individual burdens we bear are bracketed by parables of people being drawn into the house of God regardless of their maladies or lostness.  These stories place our individual concerns within the context of community.
This calls to mind the Story of Onesimus and Philemon, which may be why those crazy lectionary people chose to pair today’s Luke reading with Philemon.  Paul wrote the short letter of Philemon about A.D. 60 from prison in Rome and sent it to Colosse.  Philemon was a believer in Colosse who, along with other Christians, was a slave owner.  One of his slaves, Onesimus, had apparently stolen from him and then run away, which under Roman law was punishable by death.  But Onesimus met Paul and through his ministry became a Christian.  Now he was willing to return to his master.  Paul wrote this personal appeal to ask Philemon to welcome Onesimus as a Christian brother, not as a slave.  Onesimus, whose name literally means “useful” and who was useful to Philemon as a slave, is really useful for Paul and perhaps the whole congregation meeting in Philemon’s home.  Onesimus is willing to return to his home in Colosse, maybe even interested in doing so, the question remains what will be his fate should walk through the doors to Philemon’s house for worship.
  The Onesimus’ of our world are still returning home.  When they enter our doors I am hopeful the response will be one of welcome.
In this regard  a central question for me as we again begin a new school and church year is how we might make our community of faith the kind of place where people can have moments where we encounter the Living Presence, where we share the real stuff of our lives, where we explore our evolving theology, where we share our hopes for broad humanity, where we give and receive support within the community of faith for the living of faith in the community, where we have opportunities to serve the common good together.  I came up with a short list, not a complete list, of ways in which we might nurture the Christ among us and share love
.
We are invited to rest in worship.   The pastors and worship leaders usually assemble liturgy with integrity.  Well, Susanne does a great job and I muddle along the best I can.  Still, we care about the people who choose to meet here and the desires of our hearts come through.  We seek images of God and understandings of the Trinity which speak to our wounds and inspire us to be “wounded healers”.
  Worship in this space will not be all things for all people.  Given who attends here, though, we seek to remind this community of God’s concern for us and invite us all more deeply into this movement which Acts calls “The Way”.
We are invited to rest in the music offered here.  Last Sunday the Saskatoon Singers filled this space with good things.  Today Joanne is leading us.  One no longer may be able to sing the hymns or have the ability to read the music or be able to carry a tune in a bucket, but even the texts of our hymns are important.
We can pray for the ministries of this congregation.  Prayer does no harm and sometimes does a lot good--  for the those things be prayed for and within the one praying.  The leadership overseeing this congregation benefit from spiritual support as we seek to make faith filled decisions on a whole range of topics.
Take an interest in the children of this congregation.  So often we have heard parents at the time of child dedication or membership transfer say that they really appreciate the values of this congregation.   They like the fact that we have a statement of inclusion and are generally inclusive.  They long for a dynamic, not static, faith.  They crave a collection of aunts and uncles, surrogate parents and grandparents, who might communicate through lived witness what it means to be people of faith with open hearts and hands.  Please be supportive in whatever way you can be:  hold a baby, help teach, lead a children’s time, spend time in the nursery, help with children’s singing, bring a snack for the Sunday School participants (sign up sheet is in the Education Wing).  Raising children in the church is an anomaly these days.  It is our privilege to have children among us, and an opportunity for us to be a place of support for the littlest ones to whom Jesus extended his blessing.
And then there are myriad groups in which a person can participate to nurture the soul and grow in one’s understanding of following Jesus.  There are both women’s and men’s study groups.  There are both men’s and women’s coffee groups which meet monthly for more social interaction.   There will be a young adult group gathering for supportive conversation once a month, or at least that is where we will begin.  There is Adult Education seeking a “third way”
 as we seek to be responsible citizens of the Kingdom of God and Queen.  There is “coffee and conversation”, the Service Group, a “care giver” group, a knitting group.  And so on.
Earlier this morning Ken highlighted the unique situation of Nutana Mennonite in being tens of thousands of dollars in the red, and earlier this week many us received a letter in the mail with details.  To be honest, the letter left me with questions.  It left me with questions because I do not think money is the most important resource we have as a faith community.  Each of us has been endowed by our Creator with manifold gifts and a compelling story.  It is true that any institution will curtail its formal work without financial support, and maybe that means we all need to in some small way re-prioritise our yearly allocation of money.  In the end, though, God’s ministry is based upon the Spirit’s energy radiating through our lives.

I do not think most people come out on a Sunday morning to find themselves in debates about the financial well being of the institution.  Neither do I think most people come out for our church events to be verbally bludgeoned with either guilt producing theology or incessant calls for us to do more.  Both these leave a listener wondering if they will ever be righteous enough, if they can ever do enough to please the God being invoked.  We come to rest in the presence of God and here the story of a Good Shepherd finding his lost sheep, lost coins, and lost children.  I am hopeful the ministry which happens in this space and from this space invite people into deeper life which transforms individuals and systems.   It is something for which staff long for and labour towards.  It is something to which your Board is committed.

On this note, and in conclusion, I feel it is immensely import to draw this all back towards God.  We rest as we are able.  We contribute as we can.  Beyond it all is a God who has measured the terrain.  In relation to the references to tower building and war making alluded to in our text I offer the following:
In answer to the question s, “which of you would fail to make an assessment before building a tower?  Which of you would bypass reconnaissance before starting a war?” the responder of course says, “None of us.”  But then neither would God!  God has counted the cost.  God knows what it takes to build a tower.  God knows how strong the enemy’s forces are.  The rule God has inaugurated will not be left unfinished.  It may have a rather unpromising beginning, but do not be deceived:  God means to win.  It is just this certain and conclusive cause we are called to join.

May God’s blessing be upon us as we begin a new church year.  Amen.
Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church

� Some of these thoughts have been inspired by the writings of Tom Ehrich and N. Graham Standish.  Ehlich’s article is entitled “Church shouldn’t be this hard” and Standish’s book is entitled Becoming a Blessed Church:  Forming a Church of Spiritual Purpose, Presence, and Power. 


� Introduction to the NRSV Reference Edition of the bible (copywrite around 1991).


� A Bruxy Cavey quote taken at the 2014 Church Leaders Forum “Shifting Stas:  Shaking the Church” in Saskatoon.


� Wounded Healers--  Title of a Henri Nouwen book.


� A Third Way--  a title of a Paul M. Lederach book. 


� Texts for Preaching:  A Lectionary Commentary Based on the NRSV—Year C.  Contributes include Charles B. Cousar, Beverly R. Gaventa, J. Cinton McCann, Jr., James D. Newsome; (Louisville, Ky:  Westminster John Knox Press:  1994), pp 505-506.





