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Jean Vanier has written, “We are not called by God to do extraordinary things, but to do ordinary things with extraordinary love.”
  Pause with me in prayer.  May this hour of worship and this time of reflection ground is in the assurance of your love, Oh God; may it nurture us in service to you and your world.  Amen.

Today we begin a series exploring the inter-relationship between our worship and work.  And by work, I do not limit the concept of work to some employment status.  For some, their primary work is making meaning to the end of a career and what may come next.  We all need to be about the business of learning to die well, but a few of us are facing this work of winding down the human existence more imminently.    A few us are stay at home parents, and no one would deny the significance of this work.  What is the spiritual work when there is no physical work to be had?  What is faith filled work in hostile conditions?  It is my contention that our times of worship are meant to honour the challenges and opportunities found in each of our days.  Worship is meant to ground us.  It is meant to help us abide in God.  Worship is meant to create space for learning.  Worship is meant to inspire us “to do ordinary things with great love.”  

And even as I have offered a broad definition of work, I would suggest that worship happens in a variety of ways.   It can be Sunday morning in a place like this.  It can happen on a walk, or in small groups, or in the quiet space shared by a candle, or on the commute to the job.  It can happen in the middle of the night when sleep is hard to come by.  Worship happens when we orient our minds and hearts to that deep positive energy pulsating through our universe which we call God.  And the degree to which we abide in this light of encouragement is the degree to which we find ourselves worshipping.  According to John 15, such abiding will result in good fruit.
Why this series now?   For years I have been privileged to visit with people of this congregation and receive your stories.  What I have heard has truly humbled me.  Faith filled courageous accounts of business owners, of civil servants, of students, of teachers, of social workers, of doctors, of nurses, and so on and so on.  I have been amazed by the depth of spirituality which fuels people’s commitment to their daily tasks as well as the unexpected gifts God has provided for sustenance.   I have often thought: “This needs to be heard by more than just me”.   Sometimes I have verbalized that sentiment.   “No. No. No. Not me”, most say.  “I don’t really have anything important to share”, others suggest.  “I don’t speak well in front of people”, most everyone tells me.  But I think these reports of ordinary things done with extraordinary love need to be heard.  The uplifting stories and the unresolved stories need to be shared, and to be received as part of our worship.
Inviting congregational people to share is in no way a neglect of my pastoral responsibility—goodness gracious I could write two sermons for every short reflection I extract from congregational members.  It is significant to recognize that lay reflections (along with preaching) was formative to the origins of the Mennonite tradition.    Lay people in the first centuries of Christianity vigorously engaged in theological discussion as part of worship.  And then we have today’s story from the book of Acts.
I didn’t arrange this, but one of the Lectionary texts for this week is Acts 10:44-48.  In what might have become an un-rooted sermon series, the worship committee decided we need to include at least one Lectionary text per week.
  Today, we have the story of the Holy Spirit being poured out on the gentiles.  The Spirit anointed the gentiles and they could not remain silent.
It was a real shock for Peter and the other Jews that day.  You see, these Gentiles did not belong to the correct families.  If they were friends with Cornelius the centurion, who had invited Peter to speak, they likely didn’t have the right professions.  They certainly didn’t eat the right foods.  Nonetheless, the hearts of these people were such that the Spirit of God rested upon them.  And they spoke.  They extolled God.   And the church grew on account of their testimony in deed and word.  Acts 10:44-48 seriously broadens the scope of those God anoints for good deeds and for public proclamation.

Deed and word.  It is not one or the other in the biblical text.  In Peter’s sermon prior to this episode Jesus, anointed by the Holy Spirit, is described as having gone about “doing good” (10.38).  We also know Jesus proclaimed the Good News of God (Mk 1:14).  We speak the Good News and strive to do good because it is what Jesus did.   It is my contention we need to hear the stories, questions, and concerns people bring with them after encounters with the Spirit and the people the Spirit puts in our lives.  Allowing space for this in our worship honours our scriptural tradition.  I turn my attention now from the biblical text to early church history.
Christians of the first centuries rarely met Sunday morning because Sunday was a work day like any other, so they met Sunday evenings.  According to Mennonite evangelist and professor, Alan Kreider, table fellowship was at the heart of early Christian worship.  The order of service consisted of a simple meal, a meditation from a leader, discussion about the sermon, prayer, and the Lord’s Supper—all taking place while seated or standing around the table.  The meal and conversation was typical for a Greco-Roman society inclined toward evening gatherings around food, fellowship, and debate.  The evening was a “multi-voiced” symposium in which all members of the faith community participated verbally.
  This format contributed to the growth of the early church:  feed people physically, share experiences of life, pray for each other, meet Christ in the Lord’s Supper.  Stunningly basic, no?  This rhythm of worship was largely replicated in the Mennonite wing of the reformation.

A 16th century document found in the Berne (Switzerland) archives pertaining to Mennonite worship in those early years reads:
The brethren and sisters should meet at least three or four times each week to study the teachings of Christ and His apostles and admonish each other in the Lord.  When they meet they should read something they understand which God has laid on their heart.  The others should be quiet and listen so that two or three are not speaking at the same time and hindering the others from hearing.  The Psalter should be read daily by all...The food for meals during times of meeting should be furnished by the brethren at whose home the meeting is held...The Lord’s Supper should be observed as often as the brethren [and sisters] come together.

I would guess the format of early Mennonite worship varied some according to geography, and yet it probably had a fair bit in common as well.  In this description I am taken with the variety of voices which were a part of worship.  People spoke about those things which had been laid on their hearts—I suspect this would have been a reflection on their work or interactions in the light of scripture.  16th Mennonite worship included a simple meal as well as a celebration of the Lord’s Supper.  As I mentioned, it parallels what we find in documents from the first several centuries of Christianity. What does this biblical and historical review suggest to me?  

As in our text from Acts, there certainly is a place for preaching and teaching from those called to do so.  There also needs to be space for people to speak about those things which have been laid on their hearts.  The challenging experiences of life and ambiguous questions of faith beg to be held in the light of scripture and the light of Christ.  We need space—time in silence and prayer-- in which we can abide in Jesus who will strengthen us for our daily circumstances.  John 15 makes clear, we need to abide in the vine to bear good fruit.  I, we, are hopeful the Sundays this summer will be a rich time of hearing about God’s ministry in and through our lives.  We are hopeful the Sundays this summer will create space for us to abide in the Vine so that we might bear good fruit.  
I have tried to describe some of the process by which we have arrived at this summer series and the theological warrants for having it.  At this point, I will turn things over to worship Deacon Brent for his take on where we at.  In addition, he also has examples of what the undulating terrain of 21st century Christian discipleship looks like beyond these walls.  When he isn’t filling slots on the worship schedule he can be found parenting two young children, and with his spare time he is school principal among that unruly lot up in Laird.  Brent.
----------------
Brent Shares
---------------
I conclude our sermon time with a review from a book by Stuart and Sian Murray–Williams entitled Multivoiced Church.  Stuart and Sian are a part of the Mennonite Network of Great Britain.  They are serious about Christianity, Mennonite expression of Christianity and the role worship has in shaping disciples of Jesus.  If you are intrigued by the quote, the book can loaned out through Common Word; at least that is where I got it to read.  Here is the trailer for the book:
The New Testament indicates that the early churches were multi-voiced, participative and expectant that the Holy Spirit would speak through all members of the community.  Multi-voiced Church argues strongly and persuasively for churches in which everyone is important for the well-being and growth of the community. Stuart and Sian... suggest that a multi-voiced church is necessary for genuine mission in today’s complex world.

May God richly bless us in our worship this spring and summer that we might be blessing to the world.  Amen.

Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church
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