Standing up for Faith
December 3, 2017
Narrative Lectionary
Daniel 3: 1,8-30							Russell Mitchell-Walker

This week a group of 2400 faith leaders signed a letter addressed to US Senate leaders decrying the tax reform bill that they say “would disproportionately benefit the wealthy, balloon the deficit, and eliminate the Affordable Care Act’s individual mandate”.  12 Christian leaders, including Jim Wallis of Sojourners and William Barber, United Church of Christ minister, went to the senate building to read some of the 2000 verses in the bible about poverty and injustice.  They were arrested for doing so.  
https://twitter.com/twitter/statuses/936328694196572161 

These leaders, stood up to the powers of the time, resisting unjust laws and proposals.  They took the risk to stand up for the poor, willing to face the consequences of challenging the government.  For sharing the message of God’s call to care for the poor, and stand against injustice, they were arrested.  

Shadrach, Meschach, and Abenego, faced similar challenges.  The King, Nebuchadnezzar, had issued a decree that all people of the kingdom should bow to a statue that the king had set up.  As followers of Judaism, it was against their faith to bow down to any statue or idol, so they refused.   This refusal resulted in them being arrested and thrown into a fiery furnace.  They were willing to face the consequences.  They prayed that God would save them, but knew that may not be a possibility.  Regardless, they were willing to face whatever happened, knowing God would be with them.  In the story, we are told that God did save them.  The King then recognized the power of God, and decreed that Judaism be honoured in the land.  

God was with them.  The three were aware of that, even if it meant that God would not be physically with them or save them from the fire.  That is the important piece of the message here.  God is with us.  As we begin the season of Advent today, we begin a season of waiting and watching.  Waiting for the celebration of the coming of Christ bursting into our lives, Emmanuel, God with us.  Watching for the signs, that God is with us, that Love is here, seeing Christ in unexpected places already breaking forth, and knowing that we are called to live faithfully as we wait.  We celebrate this time of hope and expectation, knowing that in spite of the challenges and injustice we see and experience, that God is with us, and in us, and we are in God. 

Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, were foriegners in a strange land.  They had been taken into exile from Israel to Babylon.  They were like refugees.  As ones who were forced to leave and live in Babylon, they were forced to change their names, names that had significant meaning for them, all had references to God.  Shadrach was Hananiah meaning “God is gracious”; Meshach was Mishael which means “Who is like God?” and  Abednego was Azariah, which was “God keeps him”.  Stripping their names, does not strip them of their connection with God.  While there is power in names, there is more power in faith as witnessed in the story.  They would not have forgotten their names, or who and whose they are.  As we celebrate Advent we remember the names of the one who is to come, Emmanuel, Wonderful Counselor, everlasting father, prince of peace, drawing on the names identified in Isaiah last week, pointing in hope to a new king that would offer just and faithful leadership. 

The Jews of this time, were living in a challenging reality.  They were under a powerful and oppressive empire, which they needed to navigate and balance being obedient to, while remaining faithful.  It was not easy.  Richard Rohrs’ daily meditations have been reflecting on the Emerging Church, the changing church.  On Thursday he identified how we have been too focused on belief and caught into systems and institutions rather than focusing on Jesus’ love.  It also is not easy.  This week while at the Anglican United Church Dialogue meeting, I met an Anglican-United University Chaplain, Jean-Daniel, who was ordained by the Disciples of Christ to Christian ministry.  They knew he was not staying in the US or even with the Disciples to carry out his ministry, yet they still ordained him to minister wherever God calls him.  This is living out Christ’s mission - moving beyond the boundaries of institution or religion to be faithful in whatever context we are in.   

[bookmark: _GoBack]There may be challenges we face in our daily lives, in our work, that challenge us in our faith and ministry.  When faced with ethical decisions that may go against our faith, what do we do?  Are we willing to lay everything on the line and stand up for what we believe is right, like Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego did?  Are we willing to be arrested for preaching the gospel, for sharing the message of standing with the poor, challenging the present system and structures, like the 12 faith leaders did?  We may not find ourselves presented with these kinds of dilemmas often, but if we do, are we prepared to stand up for our faith?  How well do we do, in standing up for what we believe, sharing our faith in our day to day lives, in this increasingly secular society?  The Theology of Work site puts it this way: 
we could be ordered to do something that we cannot do in good conscience. Or, more likely, we might wake up one day and realize that we are already compromising God’s desires for our work by the goals we pursue, the powers we exercise, the relationships we misuse or the compromises we make. In any case, there may well come a day when we recognize that we must make a radical change, such as saying, “No,” being fired, resigning, blowing the whistle or standing up for someone else. We should expect to suffer for doing so. The fact that we may be doing God’s will should not lead us to expect God will prevent us from facing the consequences imposed by the powers that be. Working as a Christian is not another shortcut to success, but instead brings the constant danger of suffering.
May we be able to be strong in our faith in these times, when it is needed.  May we draw on the knowledge and faith that God is with us, in us and we are in God.  As we wait with expectation for the celebration of the coming of Christ, may we be open to seeing Christ in unexpected ways and stand with the poor and vulnerable as Jesus did.  


