Week of Prayer (2017)
“The Love of Christ Urges us On”

2nd Cor 5:14-20

Today we have sought to blend two themes in our worship hour.  The first is the concluding section to our brief series on contemplation and action.  Two weeks ago we heard that Jesus began his public ministry by stopping everything.  He went to the wilderness, fasted, and got ready for all that teaching, healing, calling, preaching, dying, and rising he would do later.  Last week we heard that after the fast which grounds a person opening them to illumination and direction, the fast to which God calls us is “loosing the bonds of injustice, sharing bread, housing the homeless, covering the naked” (Is 58.6-7).  This week we address the need to reflect upon our efforts once we have gone forth to do all that good in the world.  It is an offering up of that which have done; a time to reflect upon our attitudes and actions.  And it leads to a new cycle of resting in God’s presence (contemplation), and action and subsequent reflection.  The second theme for today is The Week of Prayer for Christian Unity.  This is the week in which we honour other members of Christ’s body while taking ownership of the gifts entrusted to we Mennonites.

These two themes are bridged with the reality that the three fold movement of contemplation, action and reflection has been honed by the Society of Jesus, otherwise known as the Jesuits.  The Jesuits are Catholic.  For those unaware our current Pope, Francis, comes from this religious order.  The Society of Jesus, under the leadership of Ignatius Loyola, came into being at exactly the same time the Lutheran, Reformed, and Mennonite traditions were evolving.  The Jesuits, too, were a reform movement.   It is interesting to note that the Jesuit “commitment to social justice and their tendency to put the gospel ahead of national interests provoked the suspicion of many secular rulers”
.   Social justice and the gospel will make one suspect in the eyes of nationalists and economic profiteers.  The Jesuits didn’t invent the rhythm of contemplation, action and reflection as much as recover it—like other streams of the reformation recovered and accentuated different aspects of Christian spirituality.    In this respect with owe Catholicism and the Jesuits much thanks for their passion, and we owe them the gifts which come with Anabaptism.   The process of contemplation, action, and reflections works at a personal level in this way:
The Daily Examen
:  The Daily Examen is a technique of prayerful reflection on the events of the day in order to detect God’s presence and discern [God’s] direction for us. The Examen is an ancient practice in the Church that can help us see God’s hand at work in our whole experience.

The method presented here is adapted from a technique described by Ignatius Loyola in his Spiritual Exercises. St. Ignatius thought that the Examen was a gift that came directly from God, and that God wanted it to be shared as widely as possible. One of the few rules of prayer that Ignatius made for the Jesuit order was the requirement that Jesuits practice the Examen twice daily—at noon and at the end of the day. It’s a habit that Jesuits, and many other Christians, practice to this day.  This is a version of the five-step Daily Examen that St. Ignatius practiced.
1. Become aware of God’s presence.
2. Review the day with gratitude.
3. Pay attention to your emotions.
4. Choose one feature of the day and pray from it.
5. Look toward tomorrow.

More specific details on each step of the Daily Examen can be found at a Jesuit web-site.
   I have included the address in the print form of my sermon.
The rhythm of contemplation, action and reflection can go way beyond our personal lives.  In preparation for this worship service Brent and I met over lunch last Sunday.  As I was describing the Jesuit principals of contemplation, action and reflection he said that many teachers do a version of this in sharpening their curriculum.   I had no idea the Bergthaler intelligentsia had been sipping from the Jesuit juice, but there you have it.  I was actually intrigued by the three fold cycle of action and reflection and planning practiced at VCA and other schools, and asked Brent to share a bit more about it as an illustration of how this technique can be incorporated into our professional lives and our business endeavors.  Brent.
Look friends, if VCA can practice a form of contemplation which leads to more effective action we truly have no excuse as we think about applying this model to our homes, our professions, or our businesses.   If a company does not dream about what’s next, innovate, and evaluate they may not last long in the business.  If a faith community is not resting in the dreams of God, translating that contemplation into social action, and reflecting upon those experiences they may not last long in today’s religious market.   Nutana Park Mennonite must be up for this challenge of contemplation, action and reflection.
Lest we despair and think religious institutions are not capable of change I hold before us the example of the Prairie Centre for Ecumenism, which I will call PCE for short.  The upshot is that the PCE may be expanding its mandate from Christian unity building to include an interfaith component.  Their executive director, Darren Dahl, has prepared a proposal to this effect which will be discerned at their up-coming board meeting.  Quoting from the document:
“The Centre was born early in the decade following the energetic days of ecumenism...when Christianity was the default religion among a largely European population.  Now, however, we pray for and seek Christian unity within cosmopolitan communities where our neighbours are as likely to be Muslim, Hindu, Jewish, (or Non) as Christian...Recognizing this change in our context and its implications for our lives of faith does not require that we cease to be a Centre committed to Christian reconciliation.  Instead, what is required is that we recognize that it is within this multi-religious context that the wounded body of Christ continues to seek unity...As we acknowledge the multi-religious context in which we live and in which we are called to be faithful in a new way, we also understand that we will seek Christian unity in the midst of interreligious engagements and dialogue...To act on what I have described above is to make a significant change to the shape of the Prairie Centre for Ecumenism...what is required here is an institutional change that will reflect the simultaneous commitment to ecumenism and embrace of interreligious engagement”
.  

He then goes on to describe potential changes to the name, governance structure, and funding model.

In principal I support the broadening of PCE’s focus.  I am most appreciative, though, that the leadership has taken time to observe the world before them and to put an action plan in motion.  The reflection on this shift, if it takes hold with the board, will be a matter for future years. 
I close with just a brief word about Nutana Park Mennonite.  As I mentioned two weeks ago it feels like we as a congregation are at the beginning of a new phase of the contemplation, action, and reflection cycle.  What is next for us a congregation?  How is God inviting us to share the wonderful gifts that we have inherited from the Mennonite tradition?   How do our denominational sensitivities equip us to speak into the issues found in our post-modern, multi-religious, not so slowly warming world?   Certainly Susanne and I need to spend time listening to God, and listening to each other.  In our Anabaptist tradition, though, we believe God’s direction comes to more than just congregational leadership.  The spirit can offer wisdom through any of us.  This means that we do well to find ways of listening and discerning together.

There is good news in this state of limbo.  As Paul notes, God loves “all”—notices the three references to all in 2nd Cor 5:14-15.  It is Christ’s love of us and all that puts into motion a powerful flow of love.
  Christ loves us wanting to be filled with love.  That love is to bubble up within us and will overflow into the world around us causing reconciliation to sprout up.   We can trust that as we meditate on the love of Jesus Christ the ministries of reconciliation God has in mind for us will begin to happen.   Knowing that God loves us and the world around us, it is enough to rest in Christ’s passion and be filled with love.  We can find ways of doing this as individuals and as a congregation.   If we do this, I suspect God will take care of the rest.  And thanks be to God for that.   Amen.
Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church
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