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Canada is celebrating 150 years of its constitution.  On this Sunday closest to Canada Day it is again worth considering the Christians relationship to political bodies, particularly in this country.  I begin with a story.
Some of you will remember John and Grace Kroeker.  They attended worship here at NPMC some 40 years ago.  Their time in Minnesota overlapped a few of the years Patty and I were in Minneapolis, and we got to know them.  John told me about a funeral he conducted for a Mennonite who had served in WWII.  It is the custom for coffins of U.S. service personnel to be draped in an American flag.  The idea of a flag in the sanctuary, let alone on a casket, did not sit well with pastor Kroeker.  The family was clear—the flag stayed.   The visuals of a flag covered casket raised theological questions:  in our living and dying are we ultimately wrapped in the patronage of a Republic or the strong arms of God?  On his way to the pulpit pastor John processed past the closed casket at the front of the church.   As he went by he placed a bible on top of the flag which covered the coffin.  It was a small gesture, but one he felt needed to be made.  We all need to be reminded that we live and die for one greater than the nation; and that one greater than the nation has lived for us, died for us, and lives again for us.


 Apostles Peter and Paul both wrote that the Christian churches of Asia Minor were to accept (ὑποτάσσω in 1st Peter 2:13-17 and Romans 13:1) the authority of governing institutions.  Peter goes so far as to say that we should “honour the emperor”.   This is most curious in that the emperor was causing his people great suffering.  16 times Peter uses a term for “suffer” (πάσχω most often) in his short letter.  Philippians 4:21 suggests that Christians served in the emperor’s household.  We know members of the early church were also found to have served in the military, for we have accounts of their martyrdoms for refusing orders to fight in battle
.  Certainly those Christians of the early decades “accepted”, “submitted”, and “served” the empire.  Through transformation of their minds and hearts (Rm 12:2; Phil 2:5ff), though, Christians were able to live so honourably among their neighbors (1st Peter 2:11-12) that the power and influence of the empire was subverted.   It did this through spiritual practices, an experience of God in Christ, that translated into love of enemies, forgiveness, and care for their non-Christian neighbours.
Having spent eight hours this past week in the Toronto airport awaiting connecting flights, I had time to look around.  One banner from CIBC in particular caught my attention.   It wasn’t quite this picture, but not far off.  Slide 3   I am grateful and proud to be Canadian.  I am proud to be a Canadian when we are a place where all cultures can fit into the mosaic, rather than be reduced into a melting pot stew.  I am proud to be Canadian when we live into the vision of Lloyd Axworthy in which foreign policy is to be guided not by national interest but by the imperative to protect people.  I am proud when my taxes fund health care, schools, and community development.  I am proud when we reclaim the historic working relationship between the Indigenous and Settler communities.
  Too often, though, it seems our local / Provincial / and National governing bodies do not enact policies sensitive to the weakest of our society or for creation itself.  Surely our form of government is a significant improvement from 1st century Emperor rule, 16th century theocracies, or the Politburo.   Our western democracies are not, however, immune from steering a course harmful to the common good.  What then shall we do in our constitutional monarchy when we are sometimes proud and sometimes frustrated by governing bodies?
Christian responses to intolerant and self-serving polices will look different in a democracy than a dictatorship or theocracy.  In fact, we have opportunities1st century Christians or 16th century Mennonites would not have dreamed about.  We are in a different political world than these eras, and yet our call to serve God and neighbour remains the same.   I now move to speculation on what it means to be Christian in this time and place. Slide 4 (The Virgin of Vladimir)   
Like our spiritual predecessors we do well to focus first and foremost on the love of God.  This is, in fact, how Peter begins his letter from which today’s scripture comes.   Out of God’s “great mercy”, he wrote, we have been given a new birth (1:3).  Jesus knows suffering and can identify with us in our suffering (2:22-23).   God feeds us as new born infants with spiritual milk (2:2).  We are being built into a spiritual house to offer pleasing sacrifices to God (2:5).  New birth, spiritual milk, massaged at the hands of a master mason--  these are powerful and wonderful images on which to meditate.  They affirm there is one greater than us who is shaping us, nourishing us, growing us into the likeness of Christ.

Christian resistance and witness, regardless of the political system, must be rooted in a spirituality drawing strength from the one who loves us, and cares for us, and never forsakes us.  Failing to do so sets us up for burnout, arrogance, and lapsing into un-Christ like responses to the challenges of any day.   And after having been nourished on spiritual milk from our Divine mother, having allowed the stones of our lives to be re-shaped by the Divine mason, having meditated on the grace which allows us to become God’s chosen race and royal priesthood, an icon of the Divine, (2:9) we are better prepared to engage authorities of all sorts.
Wes Granberg-Michaelson taps into this sentiment as he wrote about the role of Christians in a post Trump era for Sojourner’s magazine.
  He lists five points central for Christians as we live in this political time and place, and memory is the first of these.  He writes,  Slide 5 (Resurrection Trilogy by Isabel Piczek)
Memory is tied to the identity of the people of God.  Continually, the people of God are reminded of who they are by recounting the sweep of salvation history.  And our memory becomes attached to this version of history because our lives find their value and purpose there...As one writer has said, “memory is more than just a psychological exercise of data retrieval, “but the faculty that tells us who we are.”

The flow of news, information, and communication in our society combats the power and purpose of memory.  We are riveted to the present, where news cycles saturated with fresh content create historical amnesia, daily.  Headlines, whether in tweets, from blogs, or established news sites, attempt to define the current and most important story...


[M]emory—specifically our religious memory—is what keeps us grounded in our story in the face of other competing narratives.  Every administration...tries to drive a narrative explaining both social reality and the salvific nature of the president’s leadership...But our story is different, told by those claimed by a gracious God, whose love always expands the boundaries constructed in our hearts and in our society, and whose pathways of redemption were shown decisively in the humility and suffering of a servant.  In this time, as in every time, this is what we most need to remember, and allow to shape us.   Slide 6  (Jesus before Pilate, by Duccio di Buoninsegna)
Granberg-Michaelson names “Truth” as a second key touchstone for Christians in this time.
[L]ying, falsehood, and deceit are understood biblically as essential tools of evil.  Jesus calls the devil “the father of lies.” (John 8:44)  Truth is not merely a preferred practice, but in Christian thinking it’s foundational to a just social order.


[F]or objective truth to be in dispute—and falsehoods named “alternative facts”—is not just a political danger, it strikes at the core of a trustworthy society...Our responsibility as biblical people committed to the common good is to stand for truth.  But we must also admit a tension.  Pilate’s question, “What is truth?” is asked by many today, particularly in a post-modern society where any permanent claims to objective veracity are brought into question.  Here, we can acknowledge that an understanding of truth is influenced by the perspective and perception of the one who seeks it.  

Biblical faith understands this.  That’s why it’s consistent portrayal of the “truth” about any social order is seen through the eyes of the poor and the marginalized.  The Bible has that bias, and it was embraced by Jesus.  He interpreted the truth about his society by focusing on the Samaritan, the widow, the oppressed servant, the outcast person with leprosy, the paralytic—all those whom the respectable, self-righteous leaders of society pushed to the margins, and excluded.


This way of seeing the truth of society from the perspective of the powerless and oppressed stands in contradiction to the version of “truth” seen from the perspective of rulers captured by their grandiosity, enamored by their power, and resistant to any critique.  In the Trump era, we must take our stand against falsehood as an act of spiritual obedience, and follow Jesus in perceiving truth about our society.

Community, Suffering, and Solidarity are the final three points upon which Granberg-Michaelson reflects.  Theses, too, are essential for our Christian witness in democratic societies.  A story which ties these themes of community, suffering and solidarity together comes from Samuel Wells, the vicar of St. Martin-in-the Fields in London.  In the weeks following the Brexit vote he responded with these words:    Slide 7  (Via Crucis, by Pablo Sanaguano Sanchez)
From cosmopolitan London, it was hard not to see a harsher, more intolerant, less inclusive future for the U.K. Listening to the campaign felt at times like discovering secrets about one’s family one didn’t want to know—and that in the privileged location of central London, one could pretend weren’t true.
My own church, St. Martin’s, is a community that stands for diversity, welcome, and an international and generous richness of life. Members of our staff come from 25 different countries. Shortly after the vote we held a celebration event to cherish and share the pain of those who heard this result and wondered if they still belong in the U.K. But we are at root a community of faith, and we believe that God, who brings resurrection out of death and speaks truth beyond fear, will bring some good out of this confusing and disorienting event. For those who’ve lost the public argument there’s only one thing to do. And that’s to turn anger, grief, and dismay into renewed ministry and mission. The way to do that is by example. It may be people have never experienced or even imagined the kind of renewed, participatory, and dynamic community we strive to embody at St. Martin’s. It’s our job to ensure that they do.
I pray that the U.K. finds a kinder, gentler way of talking about immigration. But if it doesn’t, St. Martin’s must remain a place of hospitality and belonging to those on whom our society has turned its back. I pray that the U.K., or what’s left of it, continues to be a model of tolerance, diversity, and respect. But if it doesn’t, St. Martin’s will still seek to be a blessing to all in our country. I believe it’s possible to build a community of humility, generosity, gratitude, grace, truth, and compassion—for which the only word I know is church. A church like St. Martin’s is called to be a living example of what the reconciling, liberating, and transforming love of God can do. It may be that a witness like ours can begin to heal our country and inspire it to take a different, more inclusive, and more hopeful direction... But even if it doesn’t, we’re going to do it anyway.
   Slide 8:  (Catholic Worker Family by Fritz Eichenberg)
In addition to serving and being hospitable, let us keep singing.  In the most recent edition of the Christian Century Kyle Childress recounts a story he heard from William Willimon—seminary professor, former Methodist Bishop, spiritual mentor to many.   Willimon told of an episode during the Civil Rights struggle in which students had gathered with church leaders for a non-violent protest against racism.   The students and elders were in a small, hot church waiting for the signal to head out to the streets to demonstrate for civil rights.   As was the custom, the people were singing.  And they just kept singing spiritual after spiritual.  The students were eager to march and mount the barricades, and one of them complained to an older pastor about having to sing all day long. The pastor responded, “Son, we’ve been at this a long time. When you get out there, you better have more to back you up than good intentions. Keep singing.””
   As the older pastor suggested, the songs of faith when grafted onto our hearts have the power to keep us rooted when the dogs and the water cannons are unleashed.
The source of these last two stories are themselves an example of what we Christians can do as we speak hope and truth in our time and place.  We can choose to be informed by news outlets truly committed to the pursuit of truthful reporting.  We are Trinitarian in our house.  Weekly we allow ourselves to be informed by The Christian Century, The Christian Science Monitor, and PBS News hour.  I simply love the stated purpose of The Christian Science Monitor:  “to injure no [person], but to bless all [humankind]”.   Our local resources do not have the same depth as these three, but it is important to keep abreast of the local and national scene.  Choose a local outlet from which to get the local report, but do not be limited by it.   And this takes me to a final point.
We must recognize that “voting is easy; but democracy is hard”.
  Democracy demands that we get involved with our neighbourhood organizations, with our city consultations, with our provincial deliberations.    It is vital we have relationships with those of our community living on the edge, so that we might hear from this perspective on life in Canada and Saskatoon.   It is good for us to visit with our city councillor and a police officers so that we might hear from this perspective of life in Saskatoon.  I have to think that Peter would describe this as “honourable” living in a democratic society; the kind of witness which makes people respect Christianity and maybe even consider practicing Christianity.
In conclusion, the option to wear my Canada tie is one I am leaving open to the Spirit’s leading come Sunday morning, July 2nd.  A friend of the congregation bequeathed me this gem (show tie) the weekend I became a Canadian Citizen.  Like my Rough Rider tie (show tie) I have been reticent to wear either of these while behind the pulpit.  It has felt as if I would be verging on some form of idolatry to do so.  And yet I love both the Rough Riders as well as Canada.  Perhaps I might take a lesson from John Kroeker and let two kingdoms stand side by side.  Maybe it would be fine to wear my Canada tie so long as it is covered in the cross which was given as my ordination gift.  Maybe.  We will see.
Patrick Preheim, co-pastor, Nutana Park Mennonite Church
July 2, 2017   



Children’s Time

Based on Matthew 22:15-22--  whose icon are we.

Picture of Queen Elizabeth II     Slide 1

-Citizenship story


-my excitement at having the queen as head of our country.   I like the Queen, and I actually find it relatively easy to honour her.  As I was preparing for my citizenship exam a few years back the idea of the Queen being our head of state thrilled me to no end.   I had ideas that if I ever got into political trouble I had the Queen as my last recourse.  Like Paul making his appeal to be heard before the emperor (Acts 25), I had plans to take my case to the Queen.  As it turns out, our constitutional monarch doesn’t quite work that way.  Realistically, the closest I will get to the queen would be the Court of the Queen’s bench. 
Icon of Jesus (Savior of Zvenigorod)   Slide 2

-Matt 22 episode in which he asks about the icon on the coin

We are coins imprinted with the image of God.

� St. Martin of Tours and St. Maurice and companions of the Theban Legion for example.


� See John Raulston Saul’s A Fair Country.


�  https://sojo.net/articles/5-spiritual-survival-strategies-trump-era


� Samuel Wells, “What Brexit is revealing” in The Christian Century (Dec 7, 2016).


� Kyle Childress, “A Liberal Congregation Burns Hot Under Trump” in The Christian Century (June 12, 2017), on line edition.


� Bill Moyers, Quoted in a Bill Moyers interview for PBS fundraising on Friday, June 16, 2017.





