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It is a privilege to be here this morning. We bring you greetings from the Church of Central Africa, Presbyterian, the Synod of Livingstonia, which is located in the northern third of Malawi. Most specifically from our general secretary, Rev. Levi Nyondo and our moderator, Rev. Mezuwa Banda. We also bring greetings from our own Katawa congregation, pastored by Rev. M. G. Tembo and our Session clerk, Mr. Selfrige Ngambi.  

The Church of Central Africa, Presbyterian, or CCAP, began in 1927, when it became independent from the Missions sent out to Malawi from the Free Church of Scotland, the Church of Scotland, and the Dutch Reformed Church from South Africa. The areas of coverage of each of the three mission churches become the three Malawian Synods that form the CCAP, the Free Church area becoming the Synod of Livingstonia in the North, the Dutch Reformed Church area becoming the Synod of Nkhoma in the Central, and the Church of Scotland are becoming the Synod of Blantyre in the South.  

The three different establishing Missions had differences in theology and practice, such as the ordination of women elders, ordination of women pastors—differences which have continued in the Malawian Synods through the years and differences that create discord within the unified Church of Central Africa, Presbyterian. So the CCAP shares in having issues of dissent and discord that we are experiencing within the PC(USA) and other churches in the West—issues that are indeed important and need to be understood, but also issues that can that divert us from our true mission of sharing God’s grace. We can support each other through prayer and sharing that grace with each other.

The Livingstonia Mission, and the CCAP Synod of Livingstonia that emerged from the Mission, and with whom Jodi and I are co-workers, has always had a holistic approach, meaning that the physical and mental well-being of a person is as important to the Church as the spiritual well-being of an individual. For this reason, the Synod of Livingstonia has always been involved in health care through both primary health-care programs and hospital in-patient and out-patient care. It has recognized the tremendous burden created by the HIV-AIDS pandemic, and has established a separate Department to do what it can towards awareness and prevention, to encourage and support anti-retroviral drug therapy, offering home-based care for the dying. 

The Synod has also always been involved in primary school and secondary school education, and now under the University of Livingstonia is giving college degrees in theology, education, nursing, and diplomas in various technical fields and commerce. 

Jodi has been asked by the Synod to assist in the health fields, in hospital care, in primary health-care programs, in the HIV-AIDS program work, and now as a clinical instructor in the College of Nursing. 

The Synod has also been in the forefront in developing the country—working with communities to ensure security in food supply, in the availability of safe water and clean sanitation facilities. The Synod has asked me to coordinate all of the work of the Synod related to Safe Water and Sanitation.  

The government is in need of assistance in each of these fields of health, education, and development and welcomes the Churches work as well as the work of several Non-Governmental Organizations, including World Vision, CARE, and many others, with the CCAP covering about 40 percent of all health care and primary education in the country.

But here, we must step back and ask, “Is the Church, the CCAP, just another humanitarian organization, another NGO doing good works for the country of Malawi?” Should the church be involved? Is the church different than the NGO?

The Church is different in one sense in that the Church is so much a part of the community as to be inseparable from the community. It has been there over 100 years and will always continue to be there. So it is different from many of the NGOs because of its long-term presence and long-term involvement.

It is in thinking about the wholistic work of the Church that I have chosen to think about what makes the Church’s work different from that of the government, from the NGO. In the same manner what makes the Christian different from the humanitarian—what would a Christian do differently than a humanitarian. This is a topic that I have found relevant for my daily life, and I believe is relevant to Christians universally.  

And I believe the message of Jesus is that the difference is not about the rituals of being Christian, doing what we are supposed to do—not about sacrifice, but rather about mercy or love from the gratitude we feel from having experienced Grace.

If we asked Jesus what action he would expect out of a Christian, he would probably answer just as he answered the expert in the Law in Luke Chapter 10. It is an answer given in Deuteronomy Chapter 6 and Leviticus Chapter 19, it is a summary of all Law, to Love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind, and to love your neighbor as yourself. 

In Luke, after this reply the expert asks, ‘Who is my neighbor?’ and the wonderful parable of the Good Samaritan is told. And at the end of the parable, Jesus again has the law expert answer the question of who was the neighbor was, to which the Expert replies “the one who had mercy on him.”  

It is immediately following this parable that the very familiar story of Mary and Martha is found in Luke, perhaps helping to answer the other half of the law of love ‘What does it mean to love God with all of our heart, with all of our soul, with all of our strength, and with all of our mind?’ Martha seems to be loving her neighbor but not understanding how to relate loving her neighbor and loving her God. 

I would like to share with you the comments of Paul John Isaak, an African theologian from Namibia as is written in the Africa Bible Commentary. He writes, “Martha is the hospitable mother of the house who welcomes a preacher and performs the practical tasks that the visit demands. Her work is presented positively in the Gospel, but what Jesus disapproves of is the way in which Martha goes about her work, with fuss and agitation. We do not need to separate the gentle listening self-surrendering Marys and the pragmatic, busy Marthas. In other words, the Mary in me ought not to repress the Martha, and the Martha in me ought not to repress the Mary. We are called first to listen to the word of God and on that basis we are urged to engage in social services.”  

I believe Professor Isaak could be interpreted that we should act from love (mercy) and NOT from our sense of what we believe we should do. 

I believe William Barkley explains very well this idea of mercy and not sacrifice in his commentary of Ephesians 2:8-10. First he explains the love of God in this way, “God is love, sin is therefore a crime, not against law, but against love… Sin is not so much breaking God’s law as it is breaking God’s heart… It is only an act of free forgiveness of the grace of God that can put us back into the right relationship with Him… That is to say that actions have nothing to do with earning salvation… Paul goes on to say that we are re-created (born again) by God for good actions.  

This is the Pauline paradox. All the good works in the world cannot put us right with God; but there is something radically wrong with the Christianity that does not result in good deeds…  It is an inevitable law of love. If some fine person loves us, we know that we do not and cannot deserve that love.  At the same time, we know with utter conviction that we must spend our lives trying to be worthy of it… God’s love lays on us the obligation to try throughout our lives to be worthy of it.”

Jesus quotes from the scripture of Hosea 6 two times in the book of Matthew.  In both 9:13 and 12:7 he is talking to the Pharisees in response to questions regarding what had become interpreted as the law in the eyes of the Pharisees.  In 9:13 the Pharisees are questioning the disciples as to why Jesus is eating with tax collectors and ‘sinners.’ In 12:7 it is responding to the Pharisees rebuke of the disciples picking and eating grain on the Sabbath. By referring to Hosea, Jesus is saying that that the ritual of sacrifice, the ritual of the law is nothing without mercy, without the love that is intended by the law or ritual.

The NIV study Bible says that the Hebrew word for mercy used in Hosea is hesed, a word that can refer to right conduct toward one’s neighbor or loyalty to the Lord or both—the sum of what God requires of his servants.  The same word hesed, is also translated as love. The NIV notes read, “Sacrifice apart from faithfulness to the Lord’s will is wholly unacceptable to him.”  

References to other Old Testament scripture with this same concept of mercy and not sacrifice are found in Amos 5:21-24 and Micah 6:6-8. Listen in each passage—the beginning is a rejection of the act of sacrifice—the end, a command for true mercy. The second half of each of these verses are well known and much quoted because they are our commands to act in mercy. And each one is prefaced with the implication that superficial action is nothing without love towards God, and love towards our neighbor.  

Like the Pharisees, I find the action part, the sacrifice, to be simple, and the mercy and love part to be quite challenging. The Mary and Martha story can show how even as we are all brothers and sisters in Christ, we are each created, and re-created by Christ with different strengths and qualities that are all capable of returning the love to God that has been given to us by God’s grace. 

We are all also capable of sharing that love with our family, our loved ones, our neighbors, regardless of our culture, our financial situation, or our particular gifts and talents. But, like Martha, we often lose our purpose along the way, concerned more with the action than the cause for action.

So yes, we are a Church with a holistic approach to our people, we are Christians created to do good works, but our actions should not purely be for the sake of action, but our actions should be a reflection of that love shown to us. 

This, I believe to be our challenge. To constantly be in communion with our God to learn and experience more of his grace, so that then the actions will follow naturally from our acceptance of that grace.
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