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| am an oldest daughter, and have enjoyed many fruits of that privileged and powerful position. I
also suffer from some of its failings! I’ve been working with my parents and siblings to plan a
family trip for this coming week - a cross-country trip in a 15-passenger van with three
generations to visit family sites and take in a family reunion. As the trip approaches | feel my
anxiety rising, and | have been able to notice and laugh at, but not completely shake off, what |
think is the main source of that anxiety. My power in the family comes along with a job
description, and the ego part of my brain is terrorizing me with it: you will make sure that all
details are arranged in such a way that everyone on this trip, with all their various sleeping and
eating and conversational preferences, will feel cared for and their emotional needs will be met.
You, and only you, can make this come out right!

At some level | could get out of this job... but that would require giving up some of my power in
the family — my pride in being the one who (my ego tells me) should be able to do this!

We have been given job descriptions over our Christian history — two concise ones in the Bible
have given us enormous amounts of power.

One is Matthew’s account of the resurrected Jesus’ final words to his loyal but confused and
grieving disciples: All authority in heaven and earth has been given to me...therefore, as you go,
make disciples of all nations, baptizing them and teaching them to keep all the things | have
commanded you. And look, I am with you always. We have often referred to this as the GC.

And in Genesis 1 God gives this commission to human beings: Be fruitful and multiply, fill the
earth and subdue it, rule the fish of the sea, birds of the air, and all creatures that roam the
earth.

Both these commissions explicitly pass on authority to humans — an authority that as Psalm 8
points out so poetically, is out of proportion to our size.

Biblical scholar Ellen Davis (Scripture, Culture and Agriculture: an agrarian reading of the Bible
p 56) tells us that in the days that our creation account was told and written down, “...divine
image” was a description used for royalty. It described “the Egyptian and Assyrian king’s
capacity and right to represent the divine will in political, social and cultic matters.” That makes
it even more interesting that the God of Genesis 1 bestows this royal right and responsibility —
the authority to represent the Divine will in the care of the earth and its creatures — to every
human being on earth.

Jesus begins his commission by naming authority: “All authority in heaven and earth has been
given to me ...” Jesus’ authority comes from God — the image of God — and is passed on to us.

The level of authority granted to humans is surprising — as is the scope of that authority!



Many creation stories tell of the origins of a specific tribe — this one of the entire universe.
Jesus himself had said that his mission was only to his own people — and now he is
commissioning his followers to take on the whole world!

Subdue and rule the earth. Make disciples in every nation. These commissions are huge — and
enticing and dangerous to the ego parts of our brain that love to take on power.

We are just beginning to name some of the harm that has been and is still being done in their
pursuit. MCC and Mennonite Church USA are promoting work on the Doctrine of Discovery —
helping make us aware of how laws and documents have been written to give Christians the
privilege of taking land and resources from others — and the real ways that those laws and
assumptions are still at work in our country and in our world.

We need to listen and listen and listen to the stories of how we have been part of crushing whole
peoples in our Empire-backed rush to missionize, the way the earth and people have suffered
from our eagerness to subdue and rule.

A perceptive and engaged young adult who grew up at Benton on my watch asked: “Why did
we never talk in church about all the harm the church has done in the world? I feel like I can’t
trust the rest of the message because | never heard that part!”

Those stories need to be told — that lament needs to happen, not just once, but on many
occasions. (Note: July 1 & 2 Ted Swartz & Co. ... Discovery, a comedic lament ...)

And we need — it is our responsibility - to look again at these job descriptions. We live in
uncertain times. We are threatened both by religious wars between people on missions for their
Gods, and by war and environmental destruction spurred by eagerness to rule the earth’s
resources. The religious wars and struggles over resources aren’t only happening out there, but
within our congregations and denomination.

It’s tempting to try to duck or defend as accusations are flung toward the church, from factions
within the church. What if we stood up to hear these job descriptions again, and took them in
with our hearts and minds as well as our egos? What would it look like if we were bold enough
to claim our authority, our commissioning?

It will look like seeds.

In this creation story God gives life in the form of seeds — all kinds of seeds. Seeds bear a very
specific pattern for life based on where they come from, and they have amazing potential to be
transformed into food and beauty. But seeds have no control over where they are scattered, or
when the sun will shine, or the rain will come.

Jesus’ commission mentions baptizing as the first key to making disciples. Baptizing can be a
numbers game — but whoever has the most seeds doesn’t win. Being a seed is about dying —
releasing a protective shell in order to find new life. Baptism is about knowing we need
forgiveness, and seeking it out.



Because when that life starts to grow and people can see what kind of a seed we are! Our
authority and our power looks like a seed!

It will look like light.

Light is the first thing God creates. Jewish sages emphasized that light is not a violent force;
thus Israel is to accomplish its mission by setting an example, not by using force.

Jesus asks us to make disciples by teaching — by shedding light on God’s purposes in the world
through our words and our actions. You are the light of the world, Jesus says.

Our authority and our power looks like light because it is the greatest energy for life. Light is
also a threat — it shows things up that would rather be hidden. Light is especially threatening to
the powers that want to acquire and control, because light is freely given — God makes it shine on
the good and bad alike! Our authority and power looks like light because it energizes life.

It will look like rest.
God saw that the creation was very good. And on the seventh day God rested.

Our power and authority will look like rest because it is not in our job description to make
everything come out right. Our egos specialize in frenetic activity and anxious fretting, putting
our own efforts front and center.

Jesus specialized in giving thanks for what is — for the five loaves and two fish, even when
facing a crowd of hungry people. Jesus saw what was in front of him and blessed it —
pronounced it good. And all were fed.

Sabbath is about practicing letting go. One Jewish writer says her Sabbath discipline is to enjoy
the creation as it is, without needing to fix or change anything! Sabbath in its broader biblical
practice is also about letting go of debts and of the land that I’ve acquired, and making sure that
resources are distributed to all.

If our authority and power rests in our Creator, it will look like rest!

Celia Hahn has written a book for pastors called Growing in Authority, Relinquishing Control. It
is simply stories and reflections of pastors in their quest to learn to claim the authority that comes
from God, and at the same time let go of controlling the outcomes. Claiming authority while
letting go of control is a lot like seeds, like light, like rest.

| feel encouraged about the possibilities of a trip with my family this week.

God is with us, hovering over the chaos, bringing light, providing seeds for continue life, seeing
the good. Jesus is with us, the human who lived and lives among us as seed and light and rest —



if his promise to us were translated literally it would say: Behold, I, myself, | am with you
always!



