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Psalm 121.   REFRAIN: Your word gives light 
Deal with your servant according to your loving-kindness and teach me your statutes. I am your 
servant; grant me understanding, that I may know your decrees. Truly, I love your 
commandments more than gold and precious stones.  REFRAIN 

I hold all your commandments to be right for me; all paths of falsehood I abhor.  Your decrees 
are wonderful; therefore I obey them with all my heart.  When your word goes forth it gives 
light; it gives understanding to the simple.  REFRAIN  

I open my mouth and breathe; I long for your commandments. Turn to me in mercy, as you 
always do to those who love your name.  Steady my footsteps in your word; let no iniquity have 
dominion over me.  REFRAIN 

Let your countenance shine upon your servant and teach me your statutes. You are righteous, O 
Lord, and upright are your judgements. You have issued your decrees with justice and in perfect 
faithfulness.  REFRAIN

A Reading from the Book of Job, Chapter 9  
Then Job answered:  “Indeed I know this; how can a mortal be just before God? If one wished 
to contend with him, one could not answer him once in a thousand. He is wise in heart, and 
mighty in strength - who has resisted him, and succeeded? He who removes mountains, and 
they do not know it when he overturns them in his anger;  who shakes the earth out of its place, 
and its pillars tremble; who commands the sun, and it does not rise; who seals up the stars; who 
alone stretched out the heaven and trampled the waves of the Sea; who made the Bear and 
Orion, the Pleiades and the chambers of the south; who does great things beyond understanding, 
and marvelous things without number. 
Hear what the Spirit is saying to the Church.  Thanks be to God! 

Jesus said “No one who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God.” 
Those are harsh words on first hearing them, but there is some sense in their literal meaning. 
I’ve never steered or driven a plow, but when one sees those beautifully straight rows on freshly 
plowed farmer’s fields, one realizes one cannot put a hand to the plow as Jesus worded it, and 
look backwards, without losing the line, without going askew. Jesus was on his way to 
Jerusalem and all that lay ahead there - his hand was on that plow and he was firmly holding 
that line. To his wannabe followers who weren’t sure about staying on that line, he was equally 
firm. To those who sort of wanted one foot in his mission and ministry and one foot elsewhere in 
the other distractions of their lives, he was very clear that his standard was total commitment. 
He was also firm it’s not acceptable to love God and love our neighbour as ourself some of the 



time, but to put that principle aside when the going gets tough. It’s not ok to be compassionate 
and caring some of the time, and then to shut down the feelings of generosity + kindness when 
we don’t feel like it. Living the Christlike-life, following the golden rule, being a disciple, really 
is all or nothing. 
Today we are asked to reflect on the story of a little girl whose precious orange shirt, gifted by 
her grandmother, was ripped from her body almost 50 years ago as she was being processed 
into the residential school system. In the wider context we are asked to reflect on our church’s 
historic participation in that era of suppression and confiscation - and in the attempted 
destruction of entire cultures and languages of first nations and their communities. One might 
view that sad part of our history in the light of Jesus’ words. In many ways the church had put 
its hand on the plow of mission - driven by a desire to bring the Gospel to as many as would 
receive it - warmed by the welcome it received from many indigenous communities - wanting to 
make a positive difference in their lives, to both teach and learn from them - the church put its 
hand to that plow, and then some looked away from the task at hand - away from the great 
commission.  So the plow lines went askew - they became very crooked.  It’s one of many lessons 
from Orange Shirt Day that whenever we lose sight of our larger purpose, that is what happens. 
The plow lines go askew and the harvest is compromised. 
It’s rather like a sports coach saying you’ve got to keep your eye on the ball. In my high school 
and college years I was a rather undistinguished rugby player. I usually played in the position 
of full back which meant I was the guy at the back who had to try and catch those big, high 
kicks from the other side. Rather like Canadian football, the rugby ball is oval elliptical in 
shape, one might say it’s designed specifically to make it difficult to catch.  So I was not exactly 
well known for my ball catching skills until one day a kind teacher took me aside and told me 
the reason I kept dropping the high ones is that I was not keeping my eye on the ball. Well there 
was a good reason for that - the problem was that as the ball came towards me I was aware of 
about 8 rather large boys barreling towards me fully intending to take me down once I had the 
ball in hand. And that was a bit of a distraction!  Over several seasons I had a broken collar 
bone, and wrist, and knee to remind me. Ignore them, said the teacher, just watch the ball and 
soon as you have it in hand you can dodge the rushing opponents.  He was right. On the odd 
occasion that I was able to keep my eye on the ball, I was able to catch it, and take off with it.   
Those in the church who were responsible for the residential schools, and for the abuse suffered, 
it seems were unable to keep their eyes on the ball. Or in Jesus’ terms, they had their hand to 
the plow and then looked away - forgot the essence of their call to mission and ministry.  The 
taking away of that little girl’s orange shirt is emblematic of all that was taken away from the 
people - their dignity, their culture, their language, and in some cases their life.  We can never 
give that little girl back her shirt but we can make sure the lessons are never forgotten.  In 1993 
our then Primate Archbishop Michael Peers on behalf of all the church apologized for its 
complicity in the residential schools and that was a first step but it did not and could not return 
the little girl’s orange shirt. Later, the church participated in the Truth & Reconciliation 
Commission and contributed mightily to the financial compensation offered to all residential 
school survivors and that was a good step forward, but it did not and could not return the little 
girl’s orange shirt.  Less than two years ago our then Primate Archbishop Fred Hiltz, again 
apologized on behalf of the national church this time for the spiritual harm done to Indigenous 



peoples. That too was a good step forward, but of course it also did not and could not return the 
little girl’s orange shirt. What in a figurative way returns her shirt is the remembering and 
retelling of what happened. What returns her shirt is the putting our hands back on the plow 
and never looking away from the greater purpose of God’s call on us - always being true to the 
essence of our faith and of our own commitment to live those values that Jesus taught - love of 
God and love for neighbour as ourselves - doing to others as we would have them do to us - 
being a voice for justice in the face of injustice - a source of action for the disadvantaged where 
there is little or no action - standing up to racism in all its forms, both individual + systemic. 
I would love to face that little girl and present her with the best orange shirt I can find. No 
doubt we all would. The best way to meet that need is to hold before ourselves in every action 
we take and every word we say, the mission and ministry to which we have been called - the 
measuring stick and ideal that is Christ Jesus himself. And to not take our eyes off that ball.  
Amen.


