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 Doers of the Word

Sept 2, 2018
Patty and I vacationed in Glacier National Park (Montana) last weekend with Minnesota friends when reports of John McCain’s death began circulating.  If you do not know, John McCain was a prominent Republican Senator in the U.S.   Amy Klobuchar, senior Senator from Minnesota who is a Democrat, visited John McCain last month as news of his worsening condition spread.   She wrote, “My last memory of John was something that happened on that visit.  He pointed to a sentence in his new book and told me ‘That’s all that matters.’ The sentence was this: ‘Nothing in life is more liberating than to fight for a cause greater than yourself.’”  She continued, “I’m grateful to Sen. McCain....He was a rare politician who was willing to put country over party at some crucial times, and truly made an effort to work across the aisle.”


“Be doers of the Word, and not merely hearers who deceive themselves” (Jam 1:22).  If indeed James had access to the Gospel of John, or the ideas present in that Gospel, the freight of this statement is intensified.  It was John who noted that the Word was made flesh and dwelt among us (1:14).   Jesus is the Word.  James says we are to be does of the Word.  The implication is that we are to be doers of Jesus.   Think about that--  we are to do Jesus.  To do Jesus is to place compassion over partisan rhetoric.  To do Jesus is to make an effort to reach across the aisle.  To do Jesus is to visit, and receive, a rival with an open heart.  This is the labour with which Christians have been tasked.  My reflections today are intended to strengthen us in being doers of Jesus.
Our summer series on the integration of vocation and occupation has been interesting.  I’ve enjoyed it, at least.  I have learned significant things about people who call this congregation home and I have learned a bit about being a doer of the Word in the real world.  We have heard from social workers, lawyers, parents, missionaries who served far away, from farmers and gardeners near at hand.  At one point I nattered on about the early church’s integration of service with evangelism.  I do not think, though, we have paused to consider the labour of God in a more intentional way.  We really haven’t taken time to consider where God’s deep passion meets the needs of the world.  Maybe our ability to “be doers of the Word” is nourished when we consider the labour of God.  Our labour is not the center of God’s continuing work of salvation.  At our best we contribute to it, but it goes way beyond us.  That realization, in and of itself, brings me a certain comfort and confidence to simply do my best trusting God holds us all.
Theology also tells us that God is love and loves us—each and every one of us, the creatures around us, the soil beneath us, the waters around us, and the hemisphere above us.  The living but non-human entities were also created good.  As our hymn and biblical texts clarify these creatures, too, offer praise to the Creator.  As owner of this thing called earth, God has been amazingly generous in stocking the shop.  This planet supports billions of people and billions of species of plants and animals.  The water cycle, the atmospheric composition, the inter-connection of eco-systems are all awe producing conventions of planet Earth, and the wonders of the micro are no less amazing.  Consider the Homo Sapiens:   we have been crafted with senses and brains and feelings and nervous systems which permit us to derive great joy in living.  We have been graced with a sensitivity to God’s Spirit which continues to guide us.  We have dreams, connection to the reality beyond this reality, which sometimes guide us.   We have opposable thumbs permitting us to open that jar of peanut butter or jam; and this is a rarity in the animal kingdom.  We humans did not ask for any of this; God took responsibility for it.  On account of this all, God has a right to our worship and praise.  God also has a right to expect that we will be diligent managers of the shop and the other precious creations around us.  And then there is Jesus....
Jesus is the embodiment of the invisible God, or at least that is what our scriptures tell us.  Jesus, God with us, was willing to dine with Sadducees and sinners.  Jesus gave bread to those who gathered—be they a keener, a learner, or other.   God with us.  God in Jesus was willing to die for us.  God in Jesus was willing to show us a way to live and a way to die so that we might find the deeper life.  This is the labour of God and Jesus.  The implications are formidable.
The week I began seriously working on this Labour Day sermon I heard a report on CBC radio about post-docs in Regina unionizing.  “Around 70 post-doctoral fellows and non-student researchers are now unionized with the Canadian Union of Public Employees (CUPE)….  Eighty-eight per cent of the workers voted in favour of unionizing.   According to a release from CUPE, the workers want parental leave, better pay with standardized pay increments, workplace representation and health benefits.”
  Why, I ask, would we deprive parental leave to any parent?  Why, I ask, would we not allow health benefits to workers?  In some respects this action follows similar events which led into the first Labour Day in Canada.
What has evolved “into just another summer holiday began as a working class struggle and massive demonstration of solidarity in the streets of Toronto.  Canada was changing rapidly during the second half of the 19th century...Workers could easily be replaced if they complained or dissented and so were often unable to speak out against low wages, long work weeks and deplorable working conditions.”  In 1872, the date of Canada’s first Labour Day rally, a primary issue was limiting the hours of a standard work day to nine.
   The vote of the post-docs in mid August along with this Labour Day history has gotten me thinking about rights and responsibilities—on the sides of ownership, management and labour.

Former Chief Rabbi of England, Jonathan Sacks, had a very compelling reflection (at least a reflection I found compelling) on the topic of rights and responsibilities which I share with you.
The Hebrew Bible has no word for ‘rights’.  Instead, it is a book of duties.  That is not to say that ancient Israel did not recognize the concept.  Clearly it did.  More than anywhere else, human rights owe their origin to the moral code of the Bible...Nonetheless, the Bible has a different way of looking at rights, and it is one we might do well to recover.


Rights are things we claim.  Duties are things we perform.  Duties, in other words, are rights translated from the passive to the active mode.  When we are young, we ask for things.  We cannot get them ourselves.  We are dependent.  As we grow older, we learn to make things and share them.  We learn reciprocity, on which all moral relationships depend.  Clearly rights are duties are related.   One person has a right to something only if others have a duty to provide it.  There is nonetheless a difference between them.  A rights-based culture tends to reduce us to a state of dependency.  We make claims on others, assuming that they have the power.  A duty-based culture is more mature.  It asks us to give and to be sensitive to the needs of others.  In its most religious expression, it recognizes that what we possess, we do not own.  It has been entrusted to us and one of the conditions of that trust is that we share some of it with others in need...we give because we must, because equity is one of the conditions of God’s blessing and because we can not eat in freedom while others around us are going hungry...

There is a fascinating detail in Jewish law.  Judaism has an elaborate set of rules...One states the following :  a community must provided a poor person not only with the means to live, but also with enough so that he too can give to others.  Rationally this makes no sense.  The money will be given to the poor anyway.  Why give it to one person to give to another?  Psychologically, on the other hand, it makes very good sense indeed.  Giving is an essential part of dignity.  Judaism sees it as no less than a human need.  That is why even those who have to receive also have to be able to give.  They must be in a position not just to claim their rights but also to fulfill their duties to others.


In general, the ability to do one’s share is part of an inclusive society.  One of the deepest forms of belonging is to be able to look at something and say, ‘I helped build this.’  That is what a duty based culture gives us.  It turns us from paying guests into builders.  It sees us as co-creators of the common good.  The Hebrew Bible was wise when it spoke of duties rather than rights.  A giving culture is healthier and happier than a demanding one.

I would wish that all labourers were provided enough to not only feed, clothe and house their families, but to fulfill the duty of offering a gift to others.  I would wish that all labourers had the moral compass to give graciously of the wages and benefits offered them.  I would wish for a church community in which we could discuss and discern these economic realities without fear.  Are there models which can help us?  Maybe.  

In the business world there are examples of unions and management working together.  Many German companies, for example, have made the unions part owners in the company.  Since the unions are part owners, they have access to the financial books which reveal the precarious position of ownership during lean years.  This has contributed to greater investment of employees in keeping a business viable rather than simply extracting the maximum benefits for the union members.  During the economic meltdown of 2009, for example, German unions worked closely with management and ownership in finding creative ways to preserve the company as well as the economic needs of the labourers.  In some cases the unions voluntarily decreased worker hours per week so that the entire work force might stay on the payroll.  In addition unions willingly agreed to a freeze in wages.
   Can any of us imagine such revenue sharing and compromise in our Provincial negations??  Good things can happen when people work across the aisle, when people collaborate in difficult times, when people not only hear the Word but do it.

I am taken with a project innovated by Eric Maddox earlier this decade.  Eric is an American citizen who resists the xenophobic monsters rearing their heads in his country.  He has decided it is his duty to shape the reality he wants rather than simply complain about government policy.  His response has been to convene virtual dinners in which people of other nations break bread together while “skypping” or linked by some other technology.  “He seeks out participants in countries that have strained relations with the US...Maddox has no illusions about achieving world peace through a series of virtual dinners.  But the gatherings are a chance for people to learn about the world in a personal way, without leaving home.  If participants walk away with a more open mind, that is success in itself, he says”.
  This is another way in which people are labouring to reach across the aisle, another instance of individuals placing people ahead of politics, another example of not only hearing the Word but doing it.
In conclusion, focusing our attention on the labour of God and Christ makes our labour less pressure filled and more enjoyable.  Knowing that God in Christ has gone before us, and is alongside us, as we face brokenness in our world gives us ordinary people courage to do extra-ordinary things.  Fighting for something greater than oneself is liberating indeed, and it is good to remember we are not alone in that struggle.  Gathering together in worship has the power to foster belonging in a movement labouring towards a society in which people may claim their rights but also gratefully fulfill their duties to others.  May this hour of worship move us and our community in these directions.  Amen.

Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church

Please take your StJ song book (the green book), turn to #27 “God of the Bible”, and join together in this sung response to the sermon.  We will remain seated for this hymn.
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