Acts 15:5-20 

    Anabaptism:  Written Word, Living Word

October 15, 2017

Most of our households receive a copy of the Canadian Mennonite.  The October 7 edition had a glossy insert which was a paid advertisement from a Mennonite congregation in Ontario.   Based on biblical interpretation it offered a reflection on Christian faithfulness with which I partially disagreed.   I suspect more than a few of us in Mennonite Church Canada shrugged our shoulders and shook our heads as we skimmed the advertisement.  
As a Mennonite denomination and as Christ’s church we are living with a problem.  It is not a new problem.  In fact the problem has been an active conversation among the people of God since a people of God came into being.  The complex problem is that well meaning people of faith arrive at different understandings of faithfulness; and then we are left to make sense of the discrepancy.  Within the church the same foundational scripture is used in discernment.  The same Holy Spirit guides us all.  We all claim to serve the same God.  And yet different congregations, and different households within congregations, reach what seem to be contradictory and irreconcilable positions in the application of the same sacred text.   

I love the bible, but I never want the written word to eclipse the Living Word.  Throughout the New Testament the “word of God” applies to Jesus Christ, not the sacred texts we call our bible.
  Even the oft quoted verse from 2nd Timothy that “all scripture is inspired by God” (2nd Timothy 3:16) must be read through the lens of Jesus Christ who did not weight his scriptures, the Jewish Bible, equally.  Written words can draw us to the Living Word, but they are not the same.  I am hopeful my reflections this morning will allow each of us to trust more deeply the One behind and beyond our sacred text.   In that endeavor I offer three case studies on the interplay between the written word and the Living Word.
Acts 15 is an intriguing story.  In terms of characters we have believers in Christ who have maintained their connection to the Pharisees, and they have a deep passion for their bible.  Peter, Paul and Barnabas represent the cutting edge of Christian mission.  We have apostles and elders gathered to discern.   And in a letter sent as a recounting of the council’s decision we find that the Holy Spirit was also present in deliberations (15:28).

By this time in history the Jewish leadership had found a way for Gentiles to affiliate with Jewish synagogues without becoming full conversion.  They wanted to make space for “righteous gentiles” in their communities.  You see, “within the Greco-Roman world, Judaism held a fascination for outsiders who were attracted by its spirituality and high ethical values.”
   As Jewish nationalism flared up in the 1st century there was some concern about the reliability of these “righteous gentiles” in conflicts with the Empire—they could end up as Roman soldiers or as informants
 --- and maybe this was one reason the Pharisees of our story argued for full conversion.   Circumcision, though, did not make the cut in Acts 15.  The ethical stipulations which form the resolution of the Jerusalem Council either harken back to pre-Abrahamic commandments given to Noah at the time of the flood or to post-Abrahamic holiness codes found in Leviticus 17 & 18.  The Council must choose which part of their bibles and traditions to consult in discerning this challenge.   It is the eye witness accounts from Barnabas, Paul and Peter which sway the decision.  Activity of the Living Word served as a guide to the Council in determining the traditions to consult and the scriptures to quote.   What then is the good news of this 1st century example of interplay between the Living Word and the written word?   Several points, I would say.
1. The Living Word is always drawing us, and “the nations” also called by God’s name living around us, into closer communion.  God desires relationship with us, and not just us—all people.  It is good news to remember that God has chosen to engage the hearts and minds of people; it places our work of evangelism in perspective.  Greco-Roman Jewish communities were not known for their evangelistic spirit, and yet the spirituality and ethics of their communities exerted a magnetic pull on people.  Maybe there is a lesson here for 21st century Mennonites living in a post-modern world.  Maybe our best evangelism will be the practice of spirituality and living with a high ethical standard.  Maybe, like 1st century Christianity rooted in Judaism, our primary task will be to untangle the cultural baggage we carry from the God’s incessant pull of the nations.
2. Another piece of good news from this story is that God is eager to help us discern application of the written word.  Peter, Paul and Barnabas all testify to “signs and wonders” among the gentiles.   Testimony of God’s work, work of the Living Word, in the lives of people will offer us clues as we seek to interpret the written word.   All we need to do is listen; not as easy as it sounds.
There is more to this episode from Acts, amazing nuggets like why James would call Peter by his Aramaic name or why he chooses to quote Amos or the links of the three fold guidelines for the Gentile converts with Jewish tradition, but time necessitates we move on to our next story.
A case study from 16th century Anabaptism.  The first generations of Mennonites took the the sayings of Jesus seriously and usually literally.  If a person was deemed to be behaving poorly, the church would follow the guidelines of Matthew 18 in which a series of conversation would take place to help rectify the erring person.  In the worst case scenario the offender would be shunned and banned from community fellowship—treated as “a gentile and a tax collector” in the words of Matthew of 18 (Mt 18:17).  This “rule of Christ” was understood to help the church maintain ethical and moral integrity.   Difference of opinion existed, though, on the extent to which the ban should be applied.  Jesus, after all, did dine with tax collectors and gentiles on various occasions (Mt 9:10; Lk 15:1; Lk 19:7).  Could a woman in good standing, Swaen Rutgers, continue to cavort with her husband who had been placed under church discipline (probably for good reasons like playing soccer on Sunday, or carousing at the pub, or something equally unbecoming)?

Leenaert Bouwens and Dirk Phillips, two powerful leaders in the Emden area, thought “no”—Swaen should be rid of her partner until he reformed his ways.  Menno Simons argued for a moderate position, but under threat of excommunication from these two powerful persons he ultimately acquiesced to a more strict application of the ban.
  This decision was not supported by all, least of Swaen Rutgers.

In spite of the edict from denominational leaders that she shun her husband, Swaen continued to live and dine with the wild swine.  For “this disobedience she was herself placed under the ban.  In protest the more moderate believers among the Waterlanders left the movement to form their own group, which Bouwens unfortunately immediately called “garbage wagon”; that is, they no longer demanded a pure church.”  “Garbage Wagon”, now there is a great name for a church--  Garbage Wagon Mennonite Church, I like the sound of it!  According to Mennonite historian C.J. Dyck, “[t]he Waterlander group nevertheless continued to grow, apparently representing the sentiments of a large number of Mennonites”.
  Living Word, written word in the case of Swaen Rutgers—what is the good news from this case study?
1. I am simultaneously intrigued and mortified by mid 16th century Mennonite insistence on purity.  I do think the community of faith, and households, have a responsibility to mutual accountability.  Is there not a way for us, like Jesus, to treat the tax collectors and gentiles of our lives with dignity, maybe even sharing a meal?  There is an art to sharing with others how their actions or words impact the household and congregation.  There is a place for an “intervention” following the lines of confronting addictions.   Or it may just be a thoughtful word from a spouse.  I do not have the science on this formula, but there is surely a way of encouraging each other towards more noble behavior.  In his dining with tax collectors and sinners as well his insistence we name those behaviors which tear apart the fabric of community, Jesus (the Living Word) has gone before us and goes with us.  This, I think, is the Living Word behind the written word of Matthew 18.  And it is good news.  I do think Swaen and the Waterlanders had it right.
2. Finally, there is a time to exit, shun and ban.  It is good news that we need not be subjected to abuse; we do have path out.  As we discussed in Adult Education, exiting from toxic individuals who are spiritually, emotionally or physically abusive is the best we can do for ourselves and them.  The way in which “toxic” gets defined is a matter of discussion, but I hope to wrap up my sermon with thoughts on this point.  To our final case study...
21st century Mennonite Church Canada.  Back in 2008 I was very impressed with the way MC Canada sought to balance the written word with the Living Word.  Motivated by a variety of opinions on the faithfulness of same sex marriage, the “Being a Faithful Church” process was launched.   Biblical discernment guidelines were offered outlining different ways Christ’s church have previously worked with biblical texts in relation to new issues facing congregations.  The guideline booklet offered three options.
1. The church can repeat again what it has said before.  For example, when asked about the greatest command Jesus affirmed that it is to love God with all our heart, mind and strength.
2. The church can modify what it has said before, given some new spiritual understandings.  This would normally mean that it can move further but in the same direction that it has gone before.   Mennonites, for example, have been slowly shifting from a position of “non-resistance” to “non-violent resistance”.  We are, for example, more willing to attend protests or visit with parliamentary representatives about peace making policies.
3. Or, the church can change what it has said before because new perspectives have become apparent and compelling, and shifting the relative authority of canonical voices has been discerned to be necessary.  The classic examples of this would be a shift in church policy around the idea of slavery, and for some denominations the affirmation of female pastors.

According to their commentary, the architects of this the “Being a Faithful Church” process were less concerned about the outcome than the process.
  So the process concluded at the 2016 assembly held here in Saskatoon.  The conclusion from eight years of communal discernment?   
“We call upon our family of Christ to respectfully acknowledge that there are those among us (congregations and individuals) whose careful study of Scripture and prayerful journey of discernment lead them to a different understanding on committed same-sex relationships than is commonly understood by readings of Article 19 in our Confession of Faith in a Mennonite Perspective. •  We recommend that we create space/leave room within our Body to test alternative understandings from that of the larger Body to see if they are a prophetic nudging of the Spirit of God. •  Since continued discernment will be required after Assembly 2016, we recommend that Mennonite Church Canada and Area Churches develop ways of to hear one another around the implementation of this recommendation.

How do we discern the activity of the Living Word when potentially at odds with the written word?  I conclude my sermon with the litmus test I use--  assess the fruit.  Near the conclusion of his Sermon on the Mount Jesus says,

 ‘Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing but inwardly are ravenous wolves. 16You will know them by their fruits. Are grapes gathered from thorns, or figs from thistles? 17In the same way, every good tree bears good fruit, but the bad tree bears bad fruit. 18A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, nor can a bad tree bear good fruit. (Mt 7:15-18)
“Fruit” is mentioned regularly in the remainder of the New Testament.  Paul, for example, talks about the fruit of the Spirit being love, joy, peace......    James writes of good fruits as “peaceable, gentle, willing to yield, full of mercy” (James 3:13-18).   We do not always know how the Living Word is helping us to make sense of the written word, but the eventual fruits of a decision or direction taken can often help us in our discernment.  In this respect I think the 2016 MC Canada Resolution is bang on; this is in contrast to the glossy advertisement which appeared in my October 7 edition of the Canadian Mennonite.  All sides have been asked to submit themselves to God’s intentions; the time of public disputation is past and that was, for me, one of the most offensive aspects of the advertisement.  In due course we will know more of God’s intentions around our current disagreements in biblical interpretation and application.  So let us be patient, faithful in our living, and accepting of the Spirit’s leading.   Amen.
Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church
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