Luke 9:57--10:9
Labour Day weekend 2017.  Those with access to cottages are gone for one last sunny fling of the summer.  Many teachers and students are taking one last weekend of unstructured time.   The farmers, and friends of farmers, are in the fields bringing in the sheaves.  The remainder of Nutana Park Mennonite is here; maybe we are even lightly sprinkled with an out-of-town family member or a community visitor in our midst.  We are the remnant.  I feel your pain.  I have made every effort to make this hour of worship meaningful, worth your time this morning.  And a part of that has been attending to the sermon.
On this weekend recognizing our work, I believe Christians predicate our labour upon God’s labour.  For us to be the most effective Christian business person, the most effective Christian retiree, the most effective Christian teacher, the most effective Christian student, the most effective Christian trades person—we do well to allow our various labours to be shaped by the labour of God.  In our biblical story God’s labour begins with creation.  [slide two]

Creation is amazing.  It is amazing at the macro and mirco levels.  Many scientists trace the origins of the universe back to the Big Bang.  In many ways I understand this event to be the “Let there be light” moment (Gen 1.2).   According to physicist Paul Davies there were essential elements that preceded the Big Bang.  For example, the laws of physics were already present at the moment the universe exploded; the universe and the particles which have become the solar systems, the planets, the moons all unfolded with the regulating laws of physics in place.  Maybe this is the wind, the spirit of God, moving over the face of the waters in the dark which we hear about in the first verse of our Bibles; that which precedes the light.  This Spirit guided the unfolding of the universe in such a way that the Earth is not too far from a sun nor too near, which would have altered life on our planet dramatically.  The Spirit guided the unfolding of the universe in such a way that our atmosphere keeps out the most harmful of the u.v. rays while allowing the good stuff in.  The Spirit shaped our eco-systems in such a way that the rain comes, nurtures the living creatures, ascends to the sky in evaporation, and returns to us again.


And then there are the miracles of the microscopic world.  The Spirit made things in such a way that frozen water, ice, floats rather than sinks providing fish a safe place to wait out the winter.  There are mathematically regularities in the natural world:  the golden ratio of Phi which governs molecules [slide 3], the Fibonacci series found in flower petals [slide 4], the hexagonal patterns found in both bee construction and sea shells [slide 5].   Surely humans have evolved from apes and chimps, and yet the human eye and the opposable thumbs have no for-runners in the animal kingdom.  And we humans have cognition which allows us to give thanks and praise for mathematical patterns, the miracle of physics and the staggering beauty of creation’s integration.   We, and our cosmos, are fearfully and wonderfully made.
  There are so many more illustrations from the natural world, but we must push on to other labours of God.

God forms a people, blessing Abraham and Sarah so that they might be a blessing for all peoples.  Abraham and Sarah, as well as their offspring, often make poor choices, so God calls forth prophets to continue the Divine labour of honing a people to lead all peoples to deeper life.  In our tradition this endeavor reaches its climax with the coming of Jesus of Nazareth. [slide 6]

Whether Jesus was God incarnate or merely a great prophet of God is, to me, beside the point.  From the beginnings of his life to the end of his life, and in his resurrected life, it is clear that Jesus of Nazareth has a unique relationship to God.  The writer of Colossians puts is so very eloquently:  “He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation...and through him God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood of his cross” (Colossians 1.15-20).   Jesus taught and lived a way, demonstrated to us, a way of peace which gives us hope of making peace on earth.  Jesus taught as he believed, lived as he taught, and died as he lived.  His life was one of seamless integrity.
   He cured the sick, ate with those considered his persecutors, prayed for his wayward disciples and enemies, and in the end died for us all:  disciples, persecutors, agnostics, and atheists.  He accepted crucifixion so that we might choose life rather than be coerced to life.  This was God’s labour in and through Christ.  
This labour of God through Christ was not easy.  This was hard work for our God; painful work.  The agony of Christ’s death is described as the sacred temple curtain being torn in two, as an earthquake (Matt 27.51-12), as darkness covering the earth (Luke 23.44-45).  This pain filled work, though, allows a befriending of enemy and death alike.  Jesus is raised from the dead and his Spirit allows his disciples to perform the same ministry acts in which he engaged (see Luke 10:1-9 & Acts 5.12-16).   The Spirit of Jesus the Christ, poured out upon us, empowers us to continue the reconciling labour of God in our world.  A quote from Tony Campolo:  "Jesus came into the world not simply to get us into heaven when we die, although that's part of it. He came into this world in order that we might become what Abraham Maslow would call self actualized human beings.  He came to enter into our lives to make us into loving, sensitive, caring people.  To be people who radiate the joy of God in our lives, and Jesus comes into our lives in a personal way and says 'I am going to walk with you on this trek to the actualization of your humanity.  I'm not going to contradict your humanness.  You're going to be more human that you've ever been before because I am in you.'"
   That takes me to consideration of our labour as a response to God’s labour.  [slide 7]
This is the application part of the sermon, and for it I will share a few stories.   Before I do that, though, I will simply list some of the labour to which we are called this and every day.  The stories will tease out the nuances.  The following would be my Labour Day assignment for Christians.  According to Luke 10, our scripture for today, we are to proclaim the Kingdom, cure the sick, and extend peace to those of good will.  In addition to these labours for the kingdom I would simply add

Remember that God loves you.  Sleep well and live well knowing you are loved.

Remember that God loves the people, and ogres, around you.


Remember that God loves creation.


Create, we are all fashioned in the image of a Creating God, so be creative.

Be willing to suffer for the good and right.  Jesus did, and if we follow him, well.....


Be kind and compassionate.


Pray for your family, your neighbours, your persecutors, your congregation, your city.  Do this knowing God loves each of these more than you ever will.

O.K. enough assignments for one Labour Day; on to the stories.  Many of us have been shocked by last month’s overtly racist happenings in Charlottesville, Virginia and the response from President Trump [slide 8].  What does it mean to offer faith filled labour in a setting like this?  An article in the Washington Post teased out several different responses; quoting the article:
Corporate leaders have been willing to work with Trump on taxes, trade and reducing regulations, but they’ve increasingly found themselves grappling with cultural and social tensions amid his...leadership.  The CEO’s who left the [manufacturing] council quickly faced his wrath, while those who have stayed have said it’s important to speak with the president on economic issues.   Like several other corporate leaders, Alex Gorsky, chairman and CEO of Johnson & Johnson said that intolerance and racism have no place in U.S. society but that he decided to stay on the manufacturing council.  “We must engage if we hope to change the world and those who lead it”, he said in a statement.


Merck CEO Kenneth Frazier, one of only four African Americans leading a fortune 500 company, was the first to tender his resignation..Trump criticized Frazier immediately...over drug prices and...for having factories overseas.  Merck has 25,000 U.S. employees in all 50 states and has invested $50 billion in research and development since 2010, primarily in the U.S.  Then came resignations from Under Armour CEO Kevin Plank and then Intel CEO Brian Krzanich.  On Under Armour’s Facebook page..., customers who supported Trump threatened to boycott the athletic clothier.
   End quote.
I cite this situation and this article because I think it illustrates the complexity of various moral responses to immoral action.  God’s labour is not always easy or clear cut.  There is a place for loyal dissent:  a time where we continue in relationship with those making poor decisions in the expectation we can influence the system in a positive direction over time.  There is a place for withdrawal when policies are so rank and unjust—the tendering of resignation cited from the article above or in the case of Nazi Germany the formation of the confessing churches.  It is a time in which an overt rejection of harmful action or policy is the greatest witness to a better way.  This choice has consequences--  criticism, boycotts, and in the case Jesus (and many others before and after him) death.   These are the predicaments we face on our blocks and in our housing complexes.  Labouring for the healing of the nations is not easy work and rarely is it black and white.  The ambiguity of our potential responses highlight the importance of discerning together in the church community.  Together we listen for the Spirit’s leading in the decisions we face in our labour and then we support each other in the living of those decisions.

[slide 9]In many churches last Sunday the story of Shiphrah and Puah was read (Proper 16; Exodus 1:8-22) as a part of the scriptures assigned by the Revised Common Lectionary.  It is a great story set in Egypt several hundred years after a drought forced the Hebrews to move to Egypt.  There arose a Pharaoh who did not remember Joseph, that faithful and great civil servant, and he began to resent the Hebrews.  He made their labour harsh in order, presumably, to limit their numbers.  This didn’t do the trick, so he instructed the Hebrew mid-wives Shiphrah and Puah to kill all the baby boys born under their watch.  The text says that the midwives feared / respected God, and did not do as Pharaoh instructed them.  When confronted, the women stretch the truth to protect themselves and the baby boys.   A provocative story, no?  It suggests to me that in our various occupations and vocations, whatever our labour happens to be, we have a primary responsibility to care for the most vulnerable of our society.  In our context I am left wondering the circumstances in which we are morally justified in stretching the truth.  I have no doubt such circumstances exist.  Again, the ambiguity of our potential responses highlight the importance of discerning together in the church community.  Together we listen for the Spirit’s leading in the decisions we face in our labour and then we support each other in the living of those decisions

[slide 10]Made in the likeness of God, we too, have inventive powers.  We have split the atom which has permitted medical treatment unknown in previous centuries; healing treatments for which I am grateful.  And splitting the atom has also fueled weapons of mass destruction.  We have found ways of modifying crops for resistance to drought and pests, thereby maximizing yields to feed larger populations of people (and making seedless watermelons which makes eating them with raulkuchen so much easier); and yet modified crops have also negatively impacted communities and individuals.    The market, a product of our creation, came into being to serve the common good, and now it seems has become a tool for the concentration of wealth, and still our society seems willing to sacrifice much to keep it from failing.
  The labour we offer, our creations, can be used for less than faithful application.  Labouring with patience and kindness is only half our task; I think we have a responsibility to consider how the fruits of our labour are being used.  Does it proclaim the kingdom of God (Luke 9.60; 10.9)?  Does it cure the sick? (Luke 10.9)?  Does it extend the peace of Christ (Luke 10.5)?  
[slide 10] It is time to conclude.  In the last little bit I have been focusing on our work in this world and the challenges of labouring well.  I want to end this Labour Day sermon by recognizing that Sabbath is also a part of labour.  The biblical text outlines a routine of work that culminates in a Sabbath in which worship, praise, and rest are the elements of the day.  This is to say, at the end our of work week, however it has gone, we offer up what we have done and entrust it to the great creator.  We give it back to the one who continues to work through creation, Christ, and the church.  There is One greater than us.  And for this we can give thanks.  Amen.  
Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church
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