Christmas Banquet Reflections




December 15, 2019
Those in charge of this celebratory evening asked if I would again provide a year end year review.  I told them, “look, I was gone for four months of the year.  Get somebody else,” Two week’s later they came back to my office.  “No other sucker will do it; looks like you are on.  If you don’t we will fire you; if you do we still might”.  “I missed four months, what do I talk about??”  “We know you are not the sharpest knife in the drawer, so we will give you an idea:  talk about your time away and talk about your time back.”  After such a gracious invitation here I am again offering the church review in what we hope is a humorous way.   It will follow in the tradition of the Stuart Mclean of the south, Garrison Keillor.
It has been a quiet year at Nuatan Park Mennonite Church, my beloved congregation; out there on high plains of Saskatchewan.


The year began with team Nutana down a skater—pastor Preheim had been sent off for roughing, high sticking or something like that.  Fortunately Helen Siemens, their star netminder, was in goal and again stood on her head, ensuring the office ran smoothly.  Pastor Preheim was given what is called “a Sabbatical”.  Conversation among the men over coffee revealed that some had questions about the piety of this Sabbatical thing. “Sabbatical, it is a fancy word for getting paid to do nothing” and “No one ever gave me four months off from my business” were a few of the sentiments. The women had their own take on this pastoral leave, hashing matters after women’s Bible Study.  They debated whether Pastor Preheim asked for time away or was sent away by the Church Board--  a kind of time out.  They recalled that sermon on 2nd Advent at the about John the Baptist.  He is hard to follow on the best of days, but that Sunday he was a voice in the wilderness on a crooked road crying out; someone needed to give a straight road out of that mess, they thought.  Still, the Sabbatical happened.

It began in the way many nightmares begin—in Winnipeg.   Pastor Preheim arrived in Winnipeg on the tail of a blizzard and it was like the winter Olympics:  cars doing quadruple axles and triple salchows into the ditch ; alleys carved out like bobsleigh runs and as icy, pedestrians sliding through the sidewalks like burned rocks.  He didn’t really want to go to the states, but after a day and half of this he had to get out Winnipeg.

He eventually got to Kansas and time with family went well enough, for about the first week.  By week three he had begun to medicate Mennonite style, overeating and consuming all the wrong things; and then feeling guilty about it; and then walking for hours to burn away lard.  By week eight matters had reached a crisis point.

Pastor Preheim’s mother came up from the basement one day, poked her head in the office, and said to her husband, “where did Patrick go?”.    “I heard the back door close so he probably went walking”.  “His walking shoes are still here.  Go find him”.  So he went looking for the lost son.  He found Pastor Preheim sitting behind his Ford Ranger with a flask by his side etching the letters of “Land of Living Skies” on the license plate with his finger.   Taking periodic swigs from the flask.
“What’s in the flask, son?”  

“Maple syrup.  Actually 2% maple syrup.  You can’t find pure maple syrup in this cultural void known as Kansas.”

He took a whiff of the flask and sure enough it was syrup.  He had heard of people drinking whisky to combat depression, but never had he heard of anyone drinking flights of syrup.  ”How you doing son?”  
“Well, I miss my family.  I miss my congregation.  I am missing Saskatchewan, I guess”.  
“Maybe it is time you go home”.  
“What will mom say?”  
“I’ll talk to her.”   Two hours later he was packed and on the road.  
North Dakota made him a bit sleepy, but that is not uncommon.  Those who have driven through North Dakota know those roads will make a narcoleptic out of a hardened insomniac.   Closer to the boarder he was finally able to get a.m 540 on the radio and his spirt revived.  It was like a beacon guiding him home.

His first day back was the highly anticipated and greatly lauded NPMC Garage Sale.  This is that June festival in which all manner of basement clutter and other neglected relics are assembled in the education wing awaiting their chance to generate coins and cash for Mennonite Central Committee.  People of the church bring stuff.  Their neighbours bring stuff.   It truly reflects the lofty MCC virtue of “More with Less”.  The worker bees have a refined plan for getting the junk relocated to the parking lot; 7:27, a new record.  By 7:30 the early gleaners were already pawing through the mounds of second hand rubbish.  By 9:30 the bake stand had sold out.  By 1:30 rain clouds were moving in and the crew called it.   A Community Living pile was made and the left only scraps went into a Loraas bin conveniently ordered for such eventualities.

The end of June brought with it a move of residence for the other co-pastor, Susanne Guenther Lowen.  At 9:00 a.m. a collection of half ton pickups, trailers, and SUVs arrived on the scene to do what needed to be done.  Only two problems surfaced in the brief but frenzied operation.  The doors in the apartment were quite narrow; it was like a rabbit warren in there, or a hobbit hole for pastors--  low doorsills, narrow doorways.   Armin and his brother-in-law Garry, the broadest shouldered of the movers, could barely get through the doorways on their own without turning sideways, and the thought of them passing each other in the doorway would have been impossible, a sticky matter indeed.  The other problem also had to do with stickiness.  Debbie had brought cinnimen buns for the Guenther Loewens to enjoy through the move.  Susanne, being the caring pastor she is, wanted to share them with the movers.   Debbie, however, insisted they were for the Guenther Loewens, not the motely moving crew; it was Debbie’s only poor decision of the year.

Church brunches continued through the summer every other month after worship.  A few of those tables one of those Sundays noted that a church cleaning bee might be in order.  And so it was declared.


30 odd people descended on the building one day late in summer to clean.  It is not that they are necessarily odd people, although they might be, but the fact was that an odd number showed up:  31, 33, 35 or something like that.  The odd folk took turns scrubbing, cleaning, and purging many and various things.    The golden calf was hauled out of the basement and discarded.  Base boards were dusted.  The emergency baptism kit was restocked.  Walls were washed and ceiling tiles touched up with paint.  If cleanliness is next to godliness, these volunteers were saints.  They did good work, even if over zealous at times, but it is hard to begrudge a cleaning zealot.
This was good spa treatment for the building, but weightier topics plagued the dreams of the finance committee, nightmares actually:   matters like roof gables, resurfacing the parking lot, a flat roof, and other sundry projects.  The Capital Reserve Fund is nearing $65,000 dollars, but that will only scratch the surface of the serious work which will need to be done sooner than later.  If you have a spare $1000, $5000, or $15,000 sitting around collecting dust or pathetic interest be sure to visit Ken and Carmen, our church treasury team to see about an end of year donation.  At least that is what they tell me.
Well, that is news from Nutana Park Mennonite Church where the women are all strong, the men are all good looking, and the children are all above average.
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