Acts 18:24-27



Lessons on the Way


July 3, 2016
This Sunday I have chosen to offer reflection and pictures from my Scottish hike done this past May.  Don Epp, my traveling mate, took the photos and I did the journaling.  I offered a sermon like this two years ago from a different hike.  I received positive feedback for both the format and content of that morning, so we try it again.
Prologue:  Getting Started in Scotland
Slide 1:  St. Mungo’s Cathedral 
Glasgow is where Don and I began the Scottish portion of our journey.  The Cathedral of St. Mungo was one of our first stops when we arrived in Glasgow.   Mungo translates to something like “dear one” in the language of 6th century Scotland.   He was given the name by an abbot who offered refuge to the child and his mother after they had been disowned by their family. 
Slide 2:  St Mungo Stained Glass
Mungo entered religious vocation and worked on the banks of the River Clyde for 13 years until an anti-Christian king exiled him.  Mungo later returned to the River Clyde, where his church became the focus of a large community that became known as Clas-gu or "dear family".  From these beginnings emerged the modern city of Glasgow (www.undiscoveredscotland.co.uk/usbiography/m/saintmungo).

In the spiritual life it is often the soil of our deepest wounds which produce the fruit of 
our greatest ministry.  A lad’s family disowns him, and he later founds a religious community known as “dear family”.  A king exiles a young man from his adopted homeland, and the young man eventually returns to establish one of the great cities of the region.  How have we, or might we, allow God to transform our burdens into blessings?  It requires great maturity.
· A move beyond bitterness at injustices done

· A trust that God can heal wounds and sometimes even raise the dead

· A commitment to risk vulnerability again
Slide 3:  Side Chapel within St Mungo’s

As we walked about the Cathedral I found myself offering up our trip for health and learning.  I was also mindful that much can go wrong on a long distance walk.  In one of the side chapels I prayed for awareness on the walk, and patience as difficulties would arise.  The thought of focusing my reflections on “The Way” came as we walked around the Cathedral.  
Slide 4:  Vaulted Ceilings of St. Mungo’s
A way is path that one follows-- like the West Highland Way.  As our reading from Acts this morning highlights, it is also a type of shorthand to describe the early Christian church.   Those who followed the way of God in Christ became known as people of the Way.  These two dimensions of “the way” became an organizing principle for my reflections.
Slide 5:  Walkers on the Way
Part 1:  Purpose and Meaning on the Way

The West Highland Way is used by so many.  Who are we to judge the propriety of purpose for each walker out there?   We saw West Highland hikers.  We saw dog walkers.  We saw runners.  We saw bicycle riders.  We saw picnic goers.  They had different gear.  They walked, biked or ran different distances each day.  While all these different people found themselves on the trail it was difficult to otherwise categorize them outside the fact that they were on the Way
Slide 6:  West Highland Way Trailhead
Here we are at the trailhead.  My reasons for a walking holiday are not complicated.  1. I value the myriad forms of beauty found in creation, and I find that I can take it in best while sauntering across the land.  I never thought I would say this, but I like walking even more than biking. 2. The physical activity and beauty of a walk get me out of my head.  I spend so much time each week thinking:  thinking about people, worship, the calendar, etc..,.  When I walk I am present to my body and creation, and this is good.  3. On account of the head being shut off I find that I am better able to listen internally.  I am more attuned to the inner ear and inner light.  It is not that I don’t do this in my office, it is just I find it easier to access God-within while walking in nature.  
Slide 7:  Patrick, Carol, Rachel
Others walk for different reasons.  Carol (seen here in the centre) is a Californian who has Irish and Scottish roots.  In the same manner that Low Germans have flocked to Ukraine to touch the soil of the old country, Carol hiked the West Highland Way to connect with her heritage.  She even took her daughter Rachel along; maybe to give her an appreciation for their shared roots.  

Slide 8:  Patrick, Alan, Kirsty (dog Callie)
Alan and Kirsty were on the trail for the third year running.  This is where they go and what they do for their holiday.  They brought Callie their Cocker Spaniel dog with them.  The trail itself has become part of their relationship.  It is a type of marriage renewal for them to walk it yearly.
Slide 9:  Rannoch Moor
Sheer natural beauty is surely one reason people go to Scotland to walk the West Highland Way. 

Why, though, do people choose the Way of God as described in Acts and come to church?
· Like Carol and Rachel, perhaps, a connection to the past is one reason people walk into a church on a Sunday morning; maybe a parent or grandparent hopes to pass on something mystical from the ancestors by being here.  Some families immigrate from the church and succeeding generations sometimes return.  It happens that they come looking for the spirituality where their kin once resided and the myths that guided them.  They come looking for an old language.

Slide 10:  Rannoch Moor
· Some are here for a sense of belonging; community we might say
· Some are here because there is something beautiful about worship which takes them beyond themselves.  Some come because the landscape here provokes deeper reflection on the spiritual pilgrimage

· Some are here because it is just a part of life; a good habit like going for a run or bicycle ride on the West Highland Way.  Some view this church as a safe place to exercise spiritually.
Slide 11:  Near Kinlochleven
· Some are here for still other reasons

This morning God has drawn us to this particular Way known as Nutana Park Mennonite Church.   And we are here for a variety of reasons.  I, and we, have no business to judge the propriety of purpose for each person here.  It is enough to acknowledge our fellow pilgrims on this Way and to greet them.  And maybe, if it seems appropriate, to ask what brings them to walk this Way of Nutana Church this day. 
Slide 12:  Rob Roy Way Marker 

Part 2:  Signs on the Way

A part of completing a journey is staying on the way one has chosen.  There are a goodly number of major hiking trails in Scotland and this picture denotes the intersection of the Rob Roy Way with the West Highland Way.  If we had diverted on the Rob Roy way, just because it looked so appealing at the crossroads, it would have jeopardized much of our planning.  When there are but two choices the decision isn’t so difficult.

Slide 13:  Close Up Picture of Way Markers

There are times, though, where there are a multitude of options.  The Stirling Council Public footpath overlaps with the West Highland Way for while.  As does the John Muir Way.   

Slide 14:  Close Up Picture of Glengoyne Marker

Even the Glengoyne Distillery Trail shares earth with the West Highland Way.  I must confess that Don and I were quite enamoured by this particular way marker.  In fact, we intentionally lost our way for several hours to explore this intriguing path.  As it turns out, a side trip to the Glengoyne Distillery can be a spiritually edifying excursion.
Slide 15:  Multiple Way Marker

Every now and then it happens that multiple paths come together at one intersection.  And this means one must pay attention to the way marker of your chosen path.   Some people suggest that all religious paths lead to the same place.  I am not sure about that.  I would go so far to say that God goes with each traveler regardless their chosen trail.  But I do not think all religious paths point a person to the same place.  Buddhism, Judaism, Islam certainly share some things in common with Christianity, and yet we are unique.   Even the definitions here get tricky.  I know some self identified Muslims who behave more like Christ than most Christians and some self identified Christians who behave nothing like Christ.  Maybe it is enough to recognize our Way, to walk in our way well, to rejoice when people like Apollos from Acts 18 walk in it, and to share, like Priiscilla and Aquilla, our understandings more fully with our fellow pilgrims. 
What then is distinctive about the Mennonite Christian path?  As Anita pointed out some weeks back, Palmer Becker has given us a wonderful description of how our faith works - from a Mennonite point of view: “Jesus is the center of our faith. Community is the center of our lives. Reconciliation is the center of our work.”  In fact, it is good to now and then compare the walk of our life with this definition.  
Slide 16:  Obscured Way Marker

Unfortunately, our Christian way marker sometimes becomes obscured.  Nationalism has encroached on the Christian way.  Debates about Marxism, capitalism, socialism and other economic philosophies have eclipsed our way marker.  The enlightenment dichotomy between science and religion has knocked out more than a few of our sign posts.  This is a word for us to pay attention to those things creeping in on our markers of the Way.  Without giving too much commentary or reflection, let me just say there are other signs along the way.  
Slide 17:  MacDougle Chapel

Sings are there to educate.  [PAUSE]
Slide 18: Kildalton Cross

Signs on the way warn of danger   [PAUSE & LOOK AT SCREEN]
Slide 19: Sink Hole on Trail
Slide 20:  Electrical Power
Slide 21:  Steep descent

Signs to encourage civil behavior   [PAUSE & LOOK AT SCREEN]
Slide 22:  No Sheep Worrying

Slide 23:  No Dog Fouling

Slide 24:  Yield Sign

Suffice it to say, we have these types of way markers in the Christian life as well:  Galatians 5:16-26 for example. 
Part 3:  Troubles on the Way

It happened that as we hiked the seams on my Keens started to come undone.

Slide 25:  Patrick in front of Gorse

This is a lovely picture of me in front of a yellow gorse shrub in full bloom.  I draw your attention, though, to the orange duct tape swaddling my hikers.  Attractive, no?  I only wish we would have had this colour of duct tape on the farm growing up instead of the black stuff.  The stress of the trail caused the stitches on the top portion of my shoes to blow out.   My arch support disappeared one day and the broken stitches were the reason.   Another half day and the tops of my shoes would have blown open and I would have been barefoot on the moors.  The Highland answer to such problems, my traveling mate said, is “drink scotch”.  This was a prudent suggestion, but I actually needed duct tape worse.
Slide 26:  Patrick in front of Marker

Like the previous slide focus on the shoes.  You will see that the tape is a new colour.   Each day the rocks and wood of the trail cut through my tape.  It didn’t matter how many layers I would put on; by day’s end it was again time to re-bandage.  Kind B & B owners along the way provided for my needs.  Still, though, I had it good.  The sole of a woman on the trail was in mortal danger, and eventually she lost it.  And here I mean S O L E not S O U L.


These kinds of things happen on the way.  Our equipment wears out.  We wear out.  At times we need to be re-newed:  equipment, muscles, hope.   There are times, as Don suggested, a generous infusion of the Spirit is in order.  There are times, when old shoes and wine skins need to be discarded for new ones.
Slide 27:  Don by Tree
Obstacles happen.  Trees get loads of snow and their branches break.   The wind roars and trees uproot.   [PAUSE & LOOK AT SCREEN]
Slide 28:  Cow Pie
Sometimes a well meaning creature leaves a deposit on the way.  [PAUSE]
Slide 29:  Large Rock

Erosion causes rocks to slide and tumble.  [PAUSE & LOOK AT SCREEN]
Slide 30:  climbing under the tree

Sometimes a person must stoop to keep going.  [PAUSE & LOOK AT SCREEN]
Slide 31:  slipping through the gap

And sometimes one must squeeze though a tight gap to continue on the way.    This is natural for life on the way, maybe even necessary.


Rarely is our spiritual journey a straight path forward.  We stoop and squeeze to make it to the next stage.  And we typically do not emerge in a clearing.   Usually, in fact, there are different obstacles awaiting.  We must be spiritually agile and adept.  And we are meant to keep progressing, so let us stoop, and squeeze, and modestly bushwhack our way forward.
Slide 32:  Hospitality Station
Part 4:  Hospitality on the Way
We experienced the best of hospitality on our journey.   Certain restaurants would allow Highland Way walkers use of their washrooms.  A  Romanian room cleaner took time to find me more duct tape half way through a day.  At one juncture on the way, in the middle of a field, we came across this self serve hospitality centre.  It had water, fruit, and other treats.  Yes, those who used the kiosk were encouraged to leave some money, but some person had to maintain this hospitality outpost.  It got me thinking about those attributes of hospitality I appreciated most on the trail.

Slide 33:  At Table with Jim & Garry
I appreciated it when others opened up their table to share a meal, share a pint, share a story with us.  This is Jim and Garry from our walk.  I appreciated it when people were inquisitive, not invasive, about me and what had brought me to the way.  At breakfast or in the Pub it was always intriguing to hear people describe those things which had drawn them to set out on the West Highland Way.  That is where we learned the stories of Carol & Rachel, Alan & Kirsty, and others.  Two sets of B&B operators deserve specific mention for the hospitality they offered.
Slide 34:  Heather and Colin

Heather and Colin run a half dozen guest rooms a night.  For the arriving guests Heather had made little pancakes for snack to be served with homemade jam.  She made us a pot of tea and sat down with us.  She probably had other preparations to make for walkers, but she chose to sit with us and visit.  When I showed her husband Colin my splitting seams he got me that fancy orange duct tape.  They served breakfast at the hour of our choosing.

Slide 35:  Colin & Scott

Colin and Scott operate their B & B in Dreyman.  Scott had been an army chaplain with British forces in Middle East.  They carried our luggage to our room.  They allowed us access to our room earlier than the posted check-in time.  They stopped their weeding to sit a drink with us and visit.  Weeding and chores are important, but guests are more important.  They were willing to talk nonsense with us, or discuss serious matters like Brexit, Scottish independence and care for war veterans.

All this raised questions of hospitality for me as I considered the church.  How might the church more broadly and NPMC specifically be good hosts to those on the God’s Way?

Slide 36:  Walking towards sun bathed hill

Like Colin and Scott maybe we bend rules for the unique travelers God brings through our doors.  
Like Heather and Colin maybe we offer stabilizing nourishment for those who breeze into town.
Like Garry and Jim maybe we make people comfortable by opening a spot at our table and sharing a good story.

Slide 37:  Trail to Loch

Maybe like Colin and Scot we allow the conversation go where it will with those new to our church; we don’t need to force conversation.  The Spirit will let guide us to deeper issues when we are ready.
Like so many of the hotel operators we do well to show new people around when they arrive.   Point them to the washrooms.  Show them the hymn books.   Direct them to a person who can answer questions.

Slide 38:  Don and Patrick

In conclusion, fellow pilgrims will not walk the Way for us.  They do, however, aid us in offering up encouragement, advice, companionship.  Fellow pilgrims do this for us.  This is what I hope happens in our congregations as we are walking the Christian Way.   I close with a quote from Mahatma Gandhi which came up in one of my readings:

Your beliefs become your thoughts

Your thoughts become your words

Your words become your actions

Your actions become your destiny



Mahatma Gandhi in Louise Penny’s A Fatal Grace p. 219
May the beliefs present within the Way of the Lord become our thoughts, our words, our actions, and our destiny.  May we feel drawn to walk the Way and accept Christ’s invitation to follow after.  May we never cease to grow in awe and wisdom as we journey with Jesus and his community. Amen.
Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church
