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Let me recap the events of last Sunday.  We had a worship service which focused on God’s faithfulness to God’s people through pastoral leadership.   After worship we stuffed ourselves with all sorts of potluck treats.  Following the gorging we returned to the sanctuary to specifically honour Anita for her service among and to us.  Then it was back to the tables for cake.  It is a tough Sunday to follow up on.  Thematically, in fact, I think the only reasonable course is to explore the ways in which the Biblical testimony narrates a change in leadership.   I will focus primarily on two transitions which have positive overtones —Joshua succeeding Moses & Timothy following Paul.  It is important to recognize, though, not all biblical succession stories are positive.

Consider, for example, the litany of kingly transitions in the Old Testament.  More times than not civil wars breaks out between followers of one claimant to the throne and another.  Conspiracies abound.  Betrayal and assassination are common place.  The Kingdom splits.  It wasn’t far off from an Iron Age version of the Game of Thrones.  Conspiracies and character assignations sometimes happen in pastoral changes as well.  It is important to understand that a good leadership transition doesn’t just happen.  It will require conscientious decision making by the pastoral team, the church board and the congregation.  I will say more about that shortly.  Let us first consider two biblical stories which point us in healthy directions.
Two positive accounts of leadership transition are the Moses-Joshua and the Paul-Timothy stories.  The scripture reading was a bit longer today than usual, but it could have been longer.  2nd Timothy is four chapters long and the farewell for Moses stretches out three and a half chapters.   In those three and a half chapters the Lord commissions Joshua, the Lord has Moses write a song for the people, Moses blesses the 12 tribes, and only then does Moses die.  What becomes clear for me in this lengthy saga is that a healthy good-bye sometimes takes a bit of time.  When we finally reach Deuteronomy 34 we are almost eager for Moses to pass off the pages.  For nearly four chapters we have been told that Moses will die and it just keeps dragging out.  Enough already!  Pass the baton.  Get out of way, Moses, so we can get on with the story!

Very possibly we feel the same way as we consider Anita’s last weeks.  How many good-byes do we need?   There has been a woman’s bible study farewell, a final sermon two weeks ago, a program and party last week, and still she sits among us.  Goodness, when we reach July 31st and her contract finally expires we will truly sigh with relief!  But you know, sometimes it takes a while to say good-bye well.
The texts I have chosen today share a number of commonalities.   In the face of imminent death both Moses and Paul draw attention to God who has been the source and strength of their ministry.  Moses tells Joshua, “It is the Lord who goes before you.  He will be with you; he will not fail you or forsake you.  Do not fear or be dismayed” (31.8).  Paul writes Timothy reminding him of the persecutions he has endured, “yet the Lord rescued me from all of them” (3.11).  Both Moses and Paul affirm that difficult days may be in store for the leaders who will follow in their footsteps.  They should not be undone by these hardships.  The challenges which will be faced are manageable because the God who has powered their leadership continues into succeeding generations.   Even “the most outstanding of human leaders must die, and the task they have worked at must be carried on by others” (Ronald E. Clements, “Book of Deuteronomy” in The New Interpreter’s Bible commentary series (v. II), p521).  This on-going work for the successors is made easier knowing that the God who has been faithful will continue to be so.  In similar fashion Anita, in her final full length sermon, drew our attention to this part of the story.  She spoke these words to us:

“Fear not!”  Fear is a huge impediment to loving rightly and to following Jesus.  Fear turns us inward and blocks our vision for the future and our imagination for present action.  Fear diminishes, judges, isolates and controls.  How many times do we hear the words “Fear not!” when God is at work doing something new? An angel appears to Mary when delivering the news that she is to bear God’s son, “Fear not.”.... At the news of resurrection the angel of the empty tomb says to the women, “Fear not.”  In the Old Testament there are stories of God’s angels who proclaim the same message, “Fear not!”  So, “fear not” my friends! Precisely when we look to the future and can’t imagine what is coming next let us remind ourselves and each other that God is doing something new. We need not be afraid.  
(Anita Retzlaff, “A liminal Gospel in the multi-storied world of the Bible”; sermon give June 12, 2016 at Nutana Park Mennonite)
A second commonality between the conclusions of Deuteronomy and 2nd Timothy is that both Moses and Paul highlight to their successor the importance of the “sacred writings”.  The Torah, the law, is one of God’s gifts to the people.  As parting instruction Moses states that every seven years the whole thing should read in a setting where everyone—men, women, children, and aliens—can hear it.  Directing Joshua and all Israel back to the Torah takes the pressure off Joshua.  It is not Joshua’s job to make the people live in faithfulness.  His job is to point people toward their spiritual source.   Paul takes a surprisingly similar tack with Timothy.  He encouraged him to revel in the sacred writings that have been so important for his spiritual formation.   He is to use them for teaching, for correction, for training.  The early verses of chapter 3 make clear that Paul knows not everyone in the church will interpret the scriptures in the same way.    That, in the end, is not Timothy’s problem.  Timothy’s role is to link people with the God of the book.  These scriptures have inspired generations of others for training in righteousness, and Paul trusts they will do so again.  
Anita, in her own way, also drew our attention to this part of the story.  She preached that the Old Testament stories are foundational in understanding “a people’s relationship to God”.  The New Testament with the teachings, death and resurrection of Jesus give us God’s take on the way those scriptures are to be interpreted and applied to daily living.  She said that with “these two basic understandings we have the tools we need” (Retzlaff).   Particularly like Paul in his words to Timothy, Anita has encouraged us to remain engaged with our sacred writings despite the violence to the text some of Christian household unleash through their interpretation.  The creative dynamic of our sacred writings to shape a people is a segueway to another similarity in both these farewell addresses.
Ethics dare not be separated from theology or the practice of the faith.  Moses tells Joshua and the congregation that it is not enough to merely hear the words of the Torah and learn to fear God.  Surely this is a good start, but the people are to observe the law (31.12).  This means doing the Torah.  Ultimately faith is a verb:  nurtured and passed on through action and imitation.  A comment from biblical scholar Ronald Clements:  the Deuteronomy Torah “brings together religious, ethical, and social concerns under a single umbrella...Without the teaching of Deuteronomy, it is hard to see how the religious and ethical arguments that characterize the conflicts between Jesus and his Jewish contemporaries could have arisen” (Ronald E. Clements, “Book of Deuteronomy” in The New Interpreter’s Bible commentary series (v. II), p285).  For his part Paul is deeply distressed by those who hold to the “outward form of godliness but denying power” (2nd Tim 3.5).  The list of negative adjectives summoned against this group is quite impressive.  Paul concludes this section by saying the sacred scriptures exist “so that everyone who belongs to God may be proficient, equipped for every good work” (3.17).  Good work is the reason for the scriptures very being!  In both Deuteronomy and 2nd Timothy daily living matters.  The sacred writings direct us toward an integration of faith and action.  It is a message not unlike what we heard two weeks ago.
Loving God is not enough in itself.  If one’s love of the Creator does not translate into love of neighbor it is not love.  Discipleship, living with each other according to God’s way, is what it means to love God.  One without the other does not work in the New Testament world of the politics of Jesus. And just so that we don’t forget this little piece of wisdom; if we do not have love for ourselves, if we do not know ourselves to be loveable we will not know how to love God or anyone else.  (Retzlaff)
So we have three farewell sermons that share quite a bit in common.  In the light of these common points what does conscious decision making mean for us?   It means that we fear not.  At several points last Sunday I got the question how I am feeling about Anita’s retirement.  I suspect I was being asked if I had anxiety about the leadership transition before us.  I can honestly say I do not have any fear.  This congregation has so many gifted persons exercising their leadership in the congregation, in the community, in their companies, in the Conference that I in no way feel bereft of colleagues.  That doesn’t mean I and we won’t miss Anita and the particular gifts she has brought to the pastoral role.   As I look around me, though, I truly sense that our collective work of the Good News will continue.  We are still in this together making the Good News real, and isn’t it great!
It means that we come to embrace the leadership of Susanne Guenther Loewen.  Joshua is different than Moses.  Timothy is different than Paul.  Susanne will bring different leadership abilities than Anita.  When Susanne begins ministry here my top priority will be intentionally building trust.  To be productive leaders of this congregation we will need to trust each other.   Congregationally, we will have opportunity to trust her in blessing our children and our dead.  For her to lead us we must permit her to chance to lead.  In all honesty this congregation made Anita a great pastor.  This congregation has made me a better pastor.   I am not quite sure how it has happened, but it has.  And it can happen again.  This congregation has demonstrated it has the capacity to grow pastors and make great leaders, so let’s do it again.
It means we keep wrestling with scripture.  We may not always understand what we read or like what we hear, but Moses, Paul and Anita have all encouraged us to keep at it.  I enjoy biblical studies and I think Susanne does as well.  We could actually have a lot fun in the years ahead and maybe even learn a thing or two from each other.

It means we need to continue integrating our faith and our ethics.  The way we conduct ourselves mid week matters.  Discipleship affects our spiritual well being and our witness to the world.  Let us not be referred to as boasters, arrogant or abusive.  Instead, let us allow the sacred writings about Jesus shape us into patient, loving, humble disciples willing to suffer persecution.
It means that we continue with worship.  God Almighty is our truest leader.  Our God is worthy of praise and petition.   Our Lord is a safe place of reflection and confession so that we might grow well in our faith.  Our worship and community life are here to undergird us in the tough business of patient and suffering love.  They are here to remind us of the resurrection hope.   Congregational leaders come and go, but it is the Spirit of the living God which animates all our service.  
In conclusion, I have not offered specifics on the ways we learn to “fear not”, or how we build trust, or the format we will use for wresting with scripture, or the details on the integration of our faith and ethics, or complexion of our worship hour.  We all need to wait for Susanne to get on board so that she can be part of the conversation.  Together as pastoral staff, a deacon board and as a congregation we will explore development of these ancient themes for our time in history.  As we do that, let us continue gathering to honour our God and grow in the likeness of our Lord Jesus Christ.  Amen.
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