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Psalm 139:6-16

Such knowledge is too wonderful for me;
   it is so high that I cannot attain it.
Where can I go from your spirit?
   Or where can I flee from your presence?
If I ascend to heaven, you are there;
   if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there.
If I take the wings of the morning
   and settle at the farthest limits of the sea,
even there your hand shall lead me,
   and your right hand shall hold me fast.
If I say, ‘Surely the darkness shall cover me,
   and the light around me become night’,
even the darkness is not dark to you;
   the night is as bright as the day,
   for darkness is as light to you.
For it was you who formed my inward parts;
   you knit me together in my mother’s womb.
I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made.
   Wonderful are your works;
that I know very well.
   My frame was not hidden from you,
when I was being made in secret,
   intricately woven in the depths of the earth.
Your eyes beheld my unformed substance.
In your book were written
   all the days that were formed for me,
   when none of them as yet existed.

John 20:19-23

When it was evening on that day, the first day of the week, and the doors of the house where the disciples had met were locked for fear, Jesus came and stood among them and said, ‘Peace be with you.’ After he said this, he showed them his hands and his side. Then the disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord. Jesus said to them again, ‘Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you.’ When he had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.’

Children’s Time:   “Terry & Fear”

https://www.storyjumper.com/book/read/41125876/Terry-and-Fear#page/2
Benediction:  VT #1059
Go forth in peace, and be of good courage:


hold fast to that which god,


rejoicing in the power of the Holy Spirit.

And may the God


who fills the hungry with good things


fill us all with Christlike love


and with a consuming hunger for justice


in our land and in our world.   Amen

This fall we are considering “Just Living” as we will eventually enter a post-pandemic world.  I realize that we are not yet post-pandemic, but we will get there.  I begin today by retracing the lines by which I got to the topic of “innovation and risk”.   The official title to the chapter from the ecumenical curriculum for today iss “Just Sex”.   Racy, no?  No one else volunteered for this section and I am not opposed to intriguing topics.  Contrary to the very provocative title of the chapter, it provides a sound theological basis for being a more inclusive church and society; that we be aware and supportive of those whose sexual identities are other than heterosexual.   I do not know of many at Nutana Mennonite who would argue with such a premise.
There are areas of our social and community life, though, which warrant consideration of how the canopy of our Christian living might be stretched while maintaining our integrity, particularly in the midst of a pandemic.   That is where innovation and risk came to mind inspired by an editorial in the Christian Century.
    And it was these sentiments which drew me to Psalm 139 and John 20.
One of the reasons we hesitate in stretching ourselves to be more inclusive or more involved is out of fear.   Few of us want to be made vulnerable, to potentially be taken advantage of, to have our nicely apportioned lives disrupted.
Personally, I fear for my levels of energy.    Patty and I recently had an old friend of hers who decided to move to Saskatoon.   It is a long story, so I will not get into it.   The upshot is that we instantly became his support network.   I am taking time to be with him and trying not to tax my resources for the church.  I confess that many weeks I feel guilty for not having made more visits to people of the congregation, offered more prayers, been present in more ways.   I fear that I can not be all things to all people, and particularly for those who are hurting.
And here we have the good news shared with us by virtue of the biblical text.   I do not need to be all things to all people.  You, me, any of us, we will not be all things to all people.   That job has been filled.   In Psalm 139 we hear that God has gone before us—even in our births; that God is not fazed by our dark moments; that God embraces us at all times.   It is true for us and others.   My take from this is that I need not fear because God has gone before me and that I am invited to do my best trusting and knowing that God is present with me.  And what is true for me is true for us all—God has been and will be there for each of us.  We do our best for others, and God will care for others in ways we are unable.
         John 20 describes this reality in slightly different imagery.   The disciples are holed up on account of fear.   How many times, how many times, does the biblical story suggest that we “fear not”.    And still we fear.   And we lock our doors.  And we lock our lives.   And we think all we need is our family and friendship circles—  our little band of disciples.  We believe that the message of Christ can survive by simply hunkering down.   And then Jesus stands among us and breathes upon us and sends us out of our locked places.  Fear not.  
        With this in mind today I will share stories of fearing not and engaging the world even in the midst of a pandemic.  The illustrations I offer come from among us, around us, and from the international stage.   We and others are innovating as we go.   Yes, there are risks to extending ourselves and our comfort zones, but what is the alternative?    Stay in the locked upper room?   No, Jesus has stood among us and breathed upon us and invited us to enter the world in a new way.  Innovation and risk.  There is no guarantee that we will not be crucified out there or fail in our innovations, but that is not really the point.   We are invited to the deeply meaningful engagement of our family, friends, and neighbours which gives meaning to our living, our succeeding, our failing and our dying.
Jesus has gone before us, so let us trust the path he has trod and know that God is always beside us.  And if we do not start thinking about such things now, we might find ourselves missing opportunities as we enter that blessed post pandemic era.
Reflections on the texts:
Innovation and risk.   I want to again by publicly affirming the time which our av people have contribute week in and week out.   Over a year ago NPMC sought to innovate by doing a live stream service.  Brent was here laying a hard wire line to the sound board.  Dave has been a consummate presence live streaming, and working with the sermon related photos and videos we send him.   James, Kelly, Don, Arny, and Jeff have been so reliable.  Many households have been graced and blessed by this innovation; people who would not have otherwise connected with this faith community.   Isolated persons have been connected to a community and those behind locked doors have been found.   We have been seeking ways to embody the church in new and fearful and dangerous times.

Innovation and risk.   Susanne and Sarah and Lori have done an amazing job of coordinating children’s education and support for families in the absence of being all together.  Truly, the underlying drive to keep children connected and exposed to the best of Anabaptist theology has been commendable.  This group has innovated and improvised and found ways of bringing the grace and presence of Christ to people in locked rooms.   We have been seeking to embody the church in new and fearful and dangerous times.   Men’s groups and women’s groups are ZOOMing.   We are trying to find a way to fear not, be responsible, and remind people of the presence of God and that to which Jesus calls us.

Earlier this month I had a wonderful conversation with the two women who facilitate the Bereavement Group which meets on Tuesday.   The are limited to ten people per session by the Health Authority.   The wear their masks.  Their people want to be here.  They want to be together so that they might strengthen each other through the challenges they have and are facing.   For these people the benefit of being together far out weighs any risk.   They have done their ZOOM meetings for much of the last year, but many of the group participants are done with ZOOM.   There are days I am done with ZOOM.  The ZOOM innovation has not compromised their people desire to be together, and they are doing so safely again on most Wednesdays.   They are seeking to embody the ministry of God in new and fearful and dangerous times.

These examples of God’s ministry among us and in this place testify to the ways in which God can and does move through locked doors; how our canopy can be enlarged.  They testify to the ways in which God is present with us when light is hard to find.   God is doing this kind of thing at a congregational level and also more broadly.   
I was moved by an initiative to share mother earth which appeared in the Western Producer this summer.  This account of innovation embodies the reconciling ministry of Christ among settler and indigenous peoples. 

A seed of hope was planted on a small mixed farm near Bladworth, SK. earlier this [summer] as the first sign for the Treaty Land Sharing Network was unveiled.  Farmers, ranchers and Indigenous land users gathered at the McCreary family farm to witness the launch of a grassroots movement dedicated to share land (as treaties intended) and to welcome Indigenous people on farmland.  “We recognize the treaties are agreements to share land, not land surrender as many of us were taught,” said Mary Smillie, who farms with her husband, Ian McCreary, within sight of Bladworth’s last standing wooden grain elevator.  “We believe that welcoming Indigenous land users to gather plants and medicine, to hunt and hold ceremony on the land that we farm is a small but critical step toward upholding our responsibilities as treaty people.”   McCreary adds, “This is a way of saying this is our land collectively.  Land comes with a package of rights and we need to share some of those rights in ways that recognize that collectively.  We have to work together to share the bounties and possibilities of the land.”

Undoubtedly such endeavours come with risks.   What innovations, though, do not come with some measure of risk?   Doors which once were closed and locked out of fear are being opened.  This is true in our congregation and in our Province and in our world.  The canopy is being expanded.
Earlier this spring I was taken with a story coming out of the Middle East found in the Christian Science Monitor Weekly.  It connects with climate concerns found daily in our news outlets.

“When Israeli environmentalist Gidon Bromberg looks out at the shimmering blue of the Mediterranean, he sees more than beauty.  Among the complicated mix of images that emerges for him are the thousands of years of culture and exploration that traversed its waves and shoreline, and the damage inflicted by pollution, overdevelopment, and now the climate crises…


For Mr. Broomberg—Israeli director of EcoPeace Middle East, which promotes peace through environmental collaboration—and for his Palestinian and Jordanian colleagues, the need to protect all the bodies of water these neigbours share is a prime motivator.   And a guiding truth for them is that nature and the environment care not at all about human-made boundaries…Undergirding EcoPeace Middle East is the understanding that climate change can and should play a role promoting unity in the region…A climate-centered approach, he says, “creates a different conversation, a conversation of a common threat, but also a common opportunity that links not only Israelis and Palestinians but gives further credence to why we need greater regional cooperation with Jordan and also the Gulf states”.

There is risk when we innovate.  We may fail.  We may be given labels intended to shame or intimidate.  The price of not innovating is potentially becoming obsolete.

A group of Israelis and Palestinians and others are seeking ways to protect the water which they all share.   Innovation, risk, and embody-ment when it comes to dicey issues in the Middle East.  Ian and Mary, farmers, ranchers and Indigenous peoples near Bladworth are seeking to be partners in the commonwealth of the land.  Innovation, risk and embody-ment when it comes to dicey issues in Saskatchewan.   Nutana Park Mennonite is once again open to hosting groups who really want to connect in person--  we are again striving to be a place in which healing and hope can be mediated.
I am not certain what a post-pandemic NPMC will look like.  I had a conversation with an MC Sask colleague earlier this week in which we were speculating on the long term effects of the COVID reality on our congregations.
· For some it has affirmed the very important place of congregational worship and life in their weekly routine.

· For some it has affirmed the irrevelant place of congregational worship and life in their weekly routine.

· Some are asking questions that they had not previously been asking.

· Some are seeking an authentic community in which serious questions are asked and lives of integrity supported.

I place my hope in the God who has gone before us in life and awaits us at every turn be it dark, gloomy or in full sun.  I place my hope in the Christ who will find us amidst our fears when we have thought we could lock all the doors and be safe.   I place my hope in a community which gathers to proclaim Christ as Lord and reaffirm the way of Jesus in our living and dying.

We do not need to reinvent the wheel as we seek to innovate for the times in which we are living.  We may need tweak a few things here or there in our congregational life, but really the message we are invited to speak and live is no different that 40 years ago or 100 years ago when the Spanish Flue was raging.  We may need to innovate for the times in which we live and this will involve risk.  So, we will take the risks and innovate so that people receive the encouragement and ministry which is desired and needed.  May it be true for our families, our family of faith, and the people of God worldwide.  Amen.
Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church
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