Second Sunday of Advent

December 7, 2014

Isaiah 40:1-11

The Christmas Fund
 “He came as a witness to testify to the light, so that all might believe through him. He himself was not the light, but he came to testify to the light.” John 1:7-8
John—descendant of priests, prophet, ascetic, kin to Jesus, baptizer—came into the world with a mission. Even before his conception, a heavenly messenger had announced to his father, Zechariah, the role his child would play in the fulfillment of God’s plan for humankind. John prepared the way, calling to repentance both individuals and the powers and principalities of his day, making the world ready for the Good News about to break forth.

Our church historically has embodied a prophetic spirit, proclaiming Good News, calling our world to repentance and righteousness as we strive to live as faithful disciples of the One who came to bring Good News to all people. One of the ways in which we have lived out our prophetic witness is by ministering to those in whom we recognize the face of Jesus—the economically disadvantaged, the marginalized, the sick, the needy.

For 106 years, the Christmas Fund (formerly Veterans of the Cross), has brought Good News to thousands of individuals and families who have devoted their lives to the service of our church, often at great personal sacrifice. This annual offering, administered by the Pension Boards on behalf of the United Church of Christ, supports ministries to low-income retired clergy and lay employees as well as to active clergy facing unforeseen financial crises.

Your contribution to the Christmas Fund Offering is a tangible expression of Good News to the retired clergy couple whose thank-you gift check at Christmas helps them meet an unexpected end-of-year expense; to the young minister whose emergency grant will help pay for the mounting bills brought on by her spouse’s illness and inability to work; to the widow who served alongside her husband for decades with no compensation for herself, who now receives pension and health premium supplementation; to the many individuals – lay and ordained – who receive some type of ongoing ministerial assistance.

We invite you to partner with us in this ministry so that we continue to share the Good News of compassion and love with those who have served, and continue to serve, the United Church of Christ.

Third Sunday of Advent

December 14, 2014

Psalm 126

The Christmas Fund 

“A voice cries out: ‘In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God. Every valley shall be lifted up, and every mountain and hill be made low; the uneven ground shall become level, and the rough places a plain. Then the glory of the Lord shall be revealed . . . .’” Isaiah 40:3-5a

Isaiah’s prophecy was a vision of hope and healing to a community that longed to go home after a long and bitter exile. God’s glory would be made known to all people. In God’s new day, all things are restored to their right balance—the world is made a level playing field. More than 500 years after the prophet’s proclamation, the Gospel writers described John the Baptist as the voice crying out in the wilderness to prepare the way for the coming of Imanu-el—God with us—the Word made flesh—Jesus..

Throughout our history, the United Church of Christ has been a voice crying out for justice in the world, a community seeking to level the playing fields of economic and social inequalities among God’s people. We have cried out resoundingly, whether in a chorus of justice-seekers or alone. 
The Christmas Fund (formerly Veterans of the Cross), administered by the Pension Boards on behalf of the United Church of Christ, is now in its 106th year of “serving those who serve the church.” This annual offering, one of four Special Mission Offerings received each year in the United Church of Christ, supports ministries to low-income retired clergy and lay employees as well as to active clergy facing unforeseen financial crises. Your gift to the Christmas Fund Offering resoundingly proclaims God’s vision of  love, justice, compassion and care to the elderly pastor who receives a thank-you gift check at Christmas; to the widowed spouse who receives pension supplementation to bring his retirement income to a level where he can live with dignity; to the young clergy family struggling with a child’s illness who receive an emergency grant to help pay for mounting medical bills; to the retired couple who receive health premium supplementation; to the many individuals—lay and ordained—who receive some type of ongoing ministerial assistance.

We invite you to partner with us in this ministry so that our church’s voice will to continue proclaim the love and compassion of Christ Jesus.

Fourth Sunday of Advent

December 21, 2014

Luke 1:26-38

Birthing a Promise    

Several years ago, I joined a dozen other North American Christians who traveled to

Nicaragua to establish a peaceful and prayerful presence in the war zones of that embattled country. Just before Christmas we visited a refugee camp near the Honduran border and met Martita, who was five days old. Her mother, Rosa, had given birth to her in a tobacco barn, under gunfire.

I thought immediately of Mary, who brought Jesus into the world in a drafty stable and laid him in a feeding trough used by cattle, the only crib available. What stunning courage had been required for this woman, young and unwed and scared, when confronted with a miraculous mission by the Holy Spirit, to offer herself with these words:  “Here I am, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word”  (Luke 1:38).

Back in that Nicaraguan tobacco barn, Rosa reminded me that the Spanish phrase for “to give birth” is dar a luz--”to give to light.”  In the midst of the darkest of situations, Rosa and the other mothers of Nicaragua claimed the power of life and kept offering their children to the light. They did so with fear, but also with profound hope and fervent prayers that their

children would grow up in peace.

Today, as it does every December 21st, the earth will cross an invisible cosmic plane, tilting those of us in this part of the world toward the sun. By barely noticeable increments, the days will begin growing longer. Today is both the darkest day of the year, and the moment when the light begins seeping back in. Before long, today’s small glimmers will grow into expansive radiance.

In a world darkened in too many corners by hunger and war, by greed and exclusion, let us remember today the many Marys who, by their courage, keep claiming life and pointing us toward the light. Let us rejoice in the One who came among us at Christmas, setting the world ablaze:  the Price of Peace, the hope of the poor, the Light of the World. Ours is a promise birthed in a stable, and a tobacco barn:  “The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not”—and will not—“overcome it” (John 1:5).                                                                                      

                                                                                             Rev. Joyce Hollyday

                                                                                             Circle of Mercy

                                                                                             Asheville, North Carolina

First Sunday after Christmas

December 28, 2014  

Luke 2:22-40

Long Awaited Gift

Through this past holy season, Christians all over the world re-experienced the coming of our savior Jesus Christ. His gift to us was peace. But in the land Jesus called home, peace remains elusive. Our Global Ministries—the shared overseas ministry of the United Church of Christ and the Christian, Church Disciples of Christ—has sponsored several mission trips to the Middle East so that people can experience, firsthand, both the sacredness and the separateness that is Palestine-Israel. 

The Rev. Nancy Fowler, co-chair of the Disciples of Christ Global Ministries Committee of Southern California, has led four trips in the last ten years, most recently last May. “I try hard to help [participants] process what’s happening while they’re there,” she said. “We do so much in a short time that we don’t often process what is happening. But toward the end of the trip, I ask them, ‘What are you going to do when you get back?’ We can be writing letters to our representatives, we can be writing the story of the people there and publishing it.” 

Part of what the groups experience while on the mission trip is visiting places that are sacred, such as the Church of the Nativity and the Sea of Galilee. Then they visit Palestinian refugee camps and see the military checkpoints and the wall that separates Palestinian and Jewish communities. 

“In Israel-Palestine, we have many [partners], and it is important to combine the very moving spiritual journey to the places of our faith history and encountering the worshipping and witnessing community of Christians that trace their roots to the beginnings of Christianity,” said Peter Makari, Global Ministries’ executive for the Middle East and Europe. “To experience with them the context in which they live is integral to our understanding of our faith.”
Second Sunday after Christmas

January 4, 2015  
Matthew 2:1-12

Another Road
The internet has been called the information highway, but there are those who want to make it a toll road. The UCC’s media justice ministry, Office of Communications, Inc. (OC, Inc.), has been advocating for fairness in media access for more than 50 years. 
The most recent struggle is a proposal before the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) that would allow large corporations to pay for preferential treatment on the internet. Companies that have the capital to pay internet providers would see their content streamed or downloaded faster to users. 
“The Internet is supposed to be, and has been most nearly, the great equalizer by making a space for voices that have historically been relegated to the sidelines,” said Kimberly Knight, board member of OC, Inc. “We as compassionate-living, justice-seeking, radically-inclusive Christians can be, should be, role models for the whole world groaning toward justice. We cannot condone a system that conditions a critical right on the ability to pay.”  Policy advisor for OC, Inc. Cheryl Leanza adds, “We don’t want to be pushed to the back of the Internet bus.”
Due in large part to OC, Inc.’s efforts, the FCC invited input from the public on keeping the internet open and free. “Because of the famous cases that started 50 years ago, the public has the right to speak out to the Federal Communications Commission,” Leanza said. “Without those cases, private citizens could not even get in the door at the FCC. We in the UCC are an example of why the stereotype of Christians as narrow-minded is wrong.”
First Sunday after Epiphany

January 11, 2015 

Mark 1:4-11

Defining Moments

Remember the story of the tortoise and the hare? The take-away from the tale is that slow and steady wins the race. The Pension Boards of the UCC and United Church Funds (UCF) use that same approach in working to fulfill General Synod 29’s resolution urging divestment from fossil fuel companies. 

As the investment arm of the UCC, the organizations use shareholder activism to hold companies accountable in being socially and environmentally responsible in their practices if they want continued investments from UCC entities. 

“If you are a shareholder advocate, you continue to sit down at the table and demand change,” according to the Pension Boards director of corporate social responsibility Rick Walters. “You have an ongoing relationship with these companies that you are witnessing directly along with the whole church. We are going to see a tremendous response to pressure being put on by shareholders about issues like climate change and the Keystone Pipeline.” 

The process does not yield immediate results but continued dialogue can move companies to make changes and ultimately builds trust between the corporations and their shareholders. “The success stories emerge over time—it’s a slow trust process between the shareholders calling for change and the companies,” said Katie McCloskey, UCF director of social responsibility. “The divestment campaign and its proponents are impatient for change . . . . But the things we have been a part of have happened because of trust we have built over time.”    

January 18, 2015 

Second Sunday after Epiphany

Psalm 139: 1-6, 13-19

Known and Loved

Youth ministry can be a powerful source of renewal in a congregation’s life and in the world. Ten years ago, First Congregational Church in Montclair, NJ, was experiencing the downward spiral that many churches know too well. Then a surge in the congregation’s youth group created an uptick in the vitality of the church. 

Not ones to keep their light under a bushel, seven teenagers from First Congregational traveled to Belize last June on a mission trip made possible by a Neighbors in Need grant from the UCC’s Justice and Witness Ministries. The trip to South America was an immersion experience, where the New Jersey teens lived shoulder to shoulder with Belize teens. The groups Skyped before the trip, getting to know each other a little and building a foundation for the relationships that the teens hope will last for a long time. But mostly, they laughed. 
In a video made by the teenagers before their trip (you can see it on the church’s Facebook page), the youth reveal that, for the most part, they are traveling to Belize because they want to forge relationships and learn about the culture of other teenagers. One of the travelers said, “As a teenager, it’s really easy to think that your high school is, like, the world. But it’s not, obviously. So it’s really expanding to be able to go there and see that there’s something bigger.” 

The mission group, including four chaperones, spent two weeks with the Q’Echi Mayan, an indigenous people who live in Jacintoville, Belize. Part of their contribution to the community was to help renovate the local church.
January 25, 2015
Third Sunday after Epiphany

Mark 1:14-20

Follow Me

If you build it, they will come . . . on bicycles! Last June, the national offices of the United Church of Christ welcomed more than 40 volunteer cyclists from the Fuller Center for Housing. The organization is a nonprofit, ecumenical Christian housing ministry dedicated to eliminating poverty housing worldwide. Through partnerships with local organizations, The Fuller Center provides the guidance, support and structure that communities need to repair and build homes for those in need around them. 
Last summer, the Fuller Center Bicycle Adventure wheeled its way through nine cities from June 5 through Aug. 10. Riders pedaled 75 miles each day, building and repairing homes in their nine stops along the way. While in Ohio, the group helped repair homes in Aurora with the help of partner organization Neighbor to Neighbor. The cyclists, between the ages of 19 and 65, participated in the bike-riding fundraiser by traveling from Atlantic City, NJ to Astoria, OR  to support the Fuller Center’s mission of building and repairing homes in impoverished and disaster-stricken areas worldwide.

“We have a history of working with this organization on disaster recovery efforts in the United States and around the world and are blessed with this opportunity to support them right here in Cleveland during this important fundraising and awareness-building initiative,” said the Rev. Mary Schaller Blaufuss, team leader for UCC Global Sharing of Resources. Ryan Iafigliola, ride coordinator and The Fuller Center’s director of international field operations, was excited to visit the national office, calling the UCC one of the Center’s best partners. 
February 1, 2015
Fourth Sunday after Epiphany

Mark 1:21-28

Power To Do
Don’t underestimate the power of a penny. Two dozen faith leaders including UCC General Minister and President the Rev. Geoffrey A. Black supported the effort of the Coalition of Immokalee Workers (CIW) to pressure fast food giant Wendy’s International to increase the cost of tomatoes by a penny a pound. The increase would benefit the wages and working conditions of migrant workers who harvest the tomatoes. 
“While an extra penny per pound of tomatoes does not sound like much, it will nearly double the wages of these workers,” said Edie Rasell, UCC minister for economic justice. The UCC has been a long-time supporter of the CIW, a community-based organization that advocates for and whose members are low-wage agricultural workers. The first time the UCC joined a CIW campaign was in 2001 when the group began petitioning Taco Bell for the penny-per-pound increase. Taco Bell signed on in 2005, McDonald’s in 2006 and Walmart and four of the five largest fast-food restaurants agreed to the increase in 2014. 
One holdout is the grocery chain, Publix. More than 350 General Synod delegates marched to a local Publix during the 2011 Synod in Tampa Bay to show their support of the CIW and the Fair Food Program. Trader Joe’s and Whole Foods are on board. The $550 billion supermarket industry is next. “How can a small group of farm workers—who anyone would think has no power or influence—make multi-billion-dollar firms do the right thing?” Rasell asks. “There is no explanation, except the power of their convictions, the strength of their moral position, and the solidarity they have received from their allies.” And, of course, the grace of God.
February 8, 2015
Fifth Sunday after Epiphany

Mark 1:29-39

Source of Strength

There is strength in numbers. And when those numbers involve women from the United Church of Christ and the Disciples of Christ, the source of that strength is faith powered.
Last June, the 15th gathering of the Quadrennial Assembly was held in Atlanta with women from both denominations in attendance. Although the event, held every four years since 1957, is a Disciples of Christ function, the UCC has been a part of the planning, recruitment and celebrations. In 2014, women from First Congregational United Church of Christ in Atlanta partnered with event organizers and worked for three years to recruit volunteers and take people on tours of the assembly site. “I thought people in Atlanta would enjoy this opportunity, and I think only good can come from expanding our community of Christian discipleship with the Disciples of Christ,” said the Rev. Elizabeth Clement of First Congregational. 
The theme for the 2014 Quadrennial was “I See You”—a witness to the ways in which the assembly recognizes women’s value in all aspects of life. The gathering features worship, educational workshops, service and social justice opportunities. The focus of the Quadrennial Assembly is to lift up the talents and gifts of women and to prepare them for full participation in the total life of the church. The Atlanta group planned several special events including a Pilgrimage Celebration and Remembrance to the Martin Luther King, Jr. center in commemoration of the 50th Anniversary of the Civil Rights Act and a fundraising walk to raise awareness about human trafficking. 
February 15, 2015
Transfiguration

Mark 9:2-9

Compassionate Community

The United Church of Christ won gold in being the first religious denomination to be a major sponsor of the International Gay Games, which took place in Cleveland, Ohio last August. 
“It's a win-win offer of support that will enable the United Church of Christ to be listed among the Gay Games' top corporate sponsors,” the Rev. J. Bennett Guess, the first openly-gay national officer of the UCC, said prior to the Games. “[Gay Games] organizers realize that the UCC can play an integral and important role in dispelling the pervasive myth that all people of faith are anti-gay, and we are excited to share our message of extravagant welcome and radical inclusivity.”  
The sponsorship by the national setting of the church extended to co-sponsorship opportunities for local churches who wanted to lend their support. One of the first to sign on was Naples UCC in Naples, FL. The Rev. Dawson Taylor, the church's associate minister, said, “For the denomination to be first is always exciting, but when the local churches have a tangible opportunity to also be part of one of those firsts, that is even more exciting,” said Taylor. “It's in line with who we are as an ONA [Open and Affirming] congregation, and it's in line with who we are as part of the UCC. We wanted to show support for this innovative ministry and a different way of being Christ for people.” 

February 22, 2014

First Sunday in Lent

Ps 25:1-10

The One Who Stands by Our Side

“I will give you another Advocate, to be with you forever… I will not leave you orphaned.” John 14:14, 18

According to John, after Jesus concludes his public ministry, he spends a considerable amount of time with his disciples preparing them for what lies ahead. As Jesus speaks of his death and resurrection, his disciples have a multitude of questions. They sound like the questions of children just before their parents go out the door: Where are you going? Do you have to go? Can’t we go with you? When will you be back? Who will stay with us while you are away? They are plaintive questions, pressing and immediate.

Jesus responds that God “will give you another Advocate, to be with you forever… I will not leave you orphaned” (John 14:15, 18). He is promising them the presence of the Holy Spirit. The word translated “Advocate” (sometimes translated, “Counselor,” or “Comforter”) means, literally, “someone who is called to one’s side.” The Holy Spirit is the one who stands by the disciples even after Jesus departs. And the Spirit is a constant and comforting presence for all those who follow Jesus, an advocate in times of trial, a counselor in perplexity. The presence of the Holy Spirit, so wonderfully manifest in Jesus, continues to stand by and work through those who continue to follow him after his death and resurrection. Through the gift of the Holy Spirit we have Jesus’ continued presence at our side always.

--Martin B. Copenhaver, President, Andover Newton Theological School

