By the People, for the People
by Ellen Williams Hensle, 7/5/26

Yesterday my family celebrated Independence Day by going to see a really big train. Have any of you been following the
journey of Big Boy, the largest steam locomotive ever constructed? This 1.2 million pound engine was built in 1941 to carry
materials for the war over the Wasatch Mountains in Wyoming. The Union Pacific Railroad recently restored Big Boy to
working order, in honor of the 150th anniversary of the completion of Transcontinental Railroad - and over the last few
months it has been traveling across the country to commemorate our nation’s 250th birthday. On the way it has been
bringing delight to kids, to railfans and even to average Americans like me. Friday it pulled into Philadelphia, just in time
for the fourth of July.

My family happened to catch a Q&A with the train’s crew yesterday as part of the festivities; chief engineer Ed Dickens and
a handful of other operators took questions from the crowd. The first question came from someone who said she was a
preschool teacher. “I'm a preschool teacher, so I'm going to ask a preschool question,” she said: “when did you first know
that you were going to do this for a living? I want to hear about your ‘aha’ moments. How did you know you wanted to do
this?” Ed Dickens, the chief engineer, opened by saying that he has a picture of himself at 10 months old with a model train
in his hand - pretty straight line from there to here.

After he let each of the other guys onstage share an anecdote in answer to the preschool teacher’s question, Ed took the mic
back. “You'll see we're not necessarily smiling,” Ed said. “And that’s because operating this train is serious business. Every
person on this crew needs to know everything about how the train works - that takes years to learn. But each of these guys
brings something special to this team,” he went on. “We couldn’t do it without their hard work, their dedication. I'm not
gonna cry, I'm doing good,” Ed said - “I'm not gonna cry, but it makes me emotional being up here. We've been through so
much together as we've traveled across the country. And it took all of us working together to bring us to this moment.”
Then he took the time to share something he appreciated about every person who was up on stage with him.

Standing up there in front of a crowd of train enthusiasts Ed managed to keep his tears in check, and I found myself getting
a little emotional too. Not because I necessarily care that much about a steam locomotive, but because of the nature of Ed’s
leadership. Not afraid to express genuine emotion. Taking time to notice the gifts of every person on his team. Naming
those gifts publicly in answer to a preschool teacher’s simple question. Expressing gratitude for the hard work of the
collective and the privilege of leading them. And recognizing that it takes every person doing their job to make the train run.
No job, no person, is more or less important than the others. Everyone has something to contribute. Everyone is needed.
They made it, all the way across the country, as a team.

In our Old Testament reading for today, Moses is feeling what it’s like not to have a great team behind him. He has been
leading God’s people through the wilderness for a little while now. By God’s intervention they have escaped from slavery in
Egypt and they are on their way to the promised land. But it’s going to be a while in the wilderness. And God’s people are
not necessarily happy about it. The people are tired. The people are whiny. And the people are forgetful.

Today’s story opens with the people crying and complaining to Moses: “All we have to eat is manna!” they complain.
“Remember back in Egypt? We used to have fish! We used to have cucumbers and melons, we used to have leeks and
onions, we even had garlic! Now what do we have! Only manna.” Only manna? Only miraculous provision from God,
enough for tens of thousands of hungry Israelites to get their fill of bread every single day without having to work for it -
only manna! But variety is the spice of life, and the people are bored of eating the same thing every single day. Nevermind
that the true price of those “free” fish and leeks and melons in Egypt was back-breaking slavery. No, take me back - I want
an onion! How easy it is to long for a past that never actually existed...

So the people in their historical amnesia complain to Moses that they want meat to eat. And Moses does what he usually
does in these situations - he turns around the complaint to God. “Leading these people is hard, God! Where am I supposed
to get meat enough for all of them? I can’t carry all these people and all their complaining on my own two shoulders. It’s too
much. Why would you saddle me with this burden? You might as well go ahead and kill me now.” Moses can be so
dramatic.

But he also has a point. Leading the multitude of God’s people is too much for one person. So God responds not with meat
- at least not at first - God responds not with meat but with a new form of government. The Lord tells Moses to gather 70
people he knows to be elders of the people - God tells Moses to gather 70 elders and bring them to the tent of meeting, the
place where God’s spirit dwells with the people. The elders join Moses at the tent, presumably surrounded by the multitude
as well - the elders join Moses at the tent and suddenly God descends in a cloud.

Numbers tells us that while God was present, God took some of the spirit of leadership that was on Moses and put it on the
elders, so that they began to prophesy. They began to prophesy: they began to speak God’s word to God’s people; they began
to speak God’s word to God’s people as a way of showing that God’s spirit was upon them. God showed the people that
Moses was not the only one with God-given authority to lead them - these 70 elders had God’s spirit of leadership with
them as well. And as the spirit fell on the elders, God also showed Moses that he was not alone; God showed Moses that he
was not alone in leading the people. Even though it only happened once - Numbers is very clear that this was a one-time
sharing of prophetic power - even though it happened only once, Moses learned that others had authority from God to lead
too. He did not in fact have to carry the burden of leadership alone.

Our Presbyterian forefather John Calvin considered passages like this one as he was pondering the question of church
government. As an early figure in the Reformation, Calvin was mostly on board with the arguments against the Catholic



Church made by his predecessor Martin Luther. But while Luther challenged what he saw as the unchecked power of the
pope, he did not really question the structure of church government more generally: bishops and synods in a hierarchical
structure, that was fine with him. But Calvin, on the other hand, Calvin thought that the whole government of the church
needed rethinking - and why not the civil government with it? When he looked at the Bible, Calvin didn’t see bishops, but
rather elders and deacons: elders and deacons, leaders and stewards, people either appointed by God, as in today’s story
from Numbers, or elected by their peers, as in the selection of the first deacons in the New Testament book of Acts.

While Calvin was not an advocate of democracy per se, he did believe strongly that no one person should hold too much
power. Not because it would crush their spirit and make them prefer death over leadership, like Moses - that wasn’t it.
Rather, Calvin believed deep in his bones that humans are prone to sin. And people with power, especially, are prone to the
sin of tyranny. People with power are prone to treating their constituents not with a view to the common good, but rather
people with power inherently tend towards corruption and self-promotion and oppression, Calvin thought. And so he
argued that power should be shared - power should be shared to mitigate the human tendency toward the sin of tyranny. Of
course there needed to be a strong government, otherwise the mob would rule, which to Calvin’s mind would be just as bad
as a tyrannical leader. So there was a need for strong government, yes, but the structure of the government should be
designed to fit the needs of the society around it, should be flexible enough to adapt and change as circumstances changed.
And in all things, no matter what, the government should always be invested in the promotion of the common good.

Though our history books don’t always talk about it, Calvin’s ideas about good government were highly influential in the
founding of our American democracy. Calvin taught and influenced John Knox, who took Calvin’s theological ideas about
sin and leadership back to his home in Scotland; from there, Reformed theology traveled to what would become the United
States. Right here in Philadelphia, the Presbyterian Church was deciding how it should govern itself at the exact same time
that the Constitution was being written. Presbyterian minister and president of what was then the College of New Jersey
John Witherspoon was guiding the conversations at the first General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church while across
town his own students were helping to frame the Constitution.

Thus Presbyterian ideas about government - about striking a balance between mob rule and tyranny, about sharing
governance to promote the common good and curb the human impulse to sin, ideas about creating a system sturdy enough
to rely on and flexible enough to change with changing needs - these ideas, grounded in our Reformed theology, these ideas
all played a role in the creation of both the governance of the Presbyterian church and the governance of our nation. And so
it is fitting that the PC(USA)’s General Assembly met this week to engage in the representative democracy of our church
government at the same time our country is celebrating the 250th anniversary of our grand democratic experiment.

There’s a lot of rhetoric floating around right now about the United States being a “Christian nation.” That makes me
deeply uneasy, not only because the facts of history are much more complicated than that, but also because of the narrowly
defined Christian moralism that is implied when the term “Christian nation” is used to describe us. That being said, our
Presbyterian theology is baked right into the constitution. And so if the United States is a Christian nation - if the United
States is a Christian nation, it is a Christian in a way that is suspicious anytime one person amasses too much power. It is
Christian in a way that responds with protest at the faintest whiff of tyranny. It is Christian in a way that believes that if we
are reformed and always being reformed, there is room to change the system when the system isn’t working for everyone.
Christian in a way that believes that the common good should always be at the center of the conversation. Christian in a way
that believes power is to be shared - Christian in a way that believes everyone has something to contribute, like a group of
elders receiving God’s spirit to help lead the people, or a team of men working together to run the biggest engine in the
world all the way across this big, beautiful country of ours.

What do you have to contribute to the common good? To the common good of our congregation, to the common good of
our nation? It takes all of us, working together, to make it.



