DECEMBER 6, 2015

Second Sunday in Advent

Luke 3:1-6

THE CHRISTMAS FUND

“See, I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me…The messenger of the covenant in whom you delight – indeed, he is coming, says the Lord of hosts.” (Malachi 3:1)

The last of the prophets to appear in the canon of the Hebrew Scriptures had the benefit of a name that aptly described his function. Malachi, literally “messenger,” was sent to bear God’s message to the chosen community, to call them back to the holy covenant first extended to their ancestors Abram and Sarai. Malachi-the-Messenger reminded the community that God’s covenant was not a burden to be endured, but a source of overwhelming delight, rooted in the knowledge that the One we seek is near.

Throughout our history, the United Church of Christ has affirmed relationships that reflect the grace-filled covenant into which God invites us. As the body of Christ, we seek to be both incarnational and transformational in a spirit of holy love.

The Christmas Fund for the Veterans of the Cross and the Emergency Fund, administered by the Pension Boards on behalf of the United Church of Christ, is now in its 113th year of “serving those who serve the church.” This annual offering, one of four UCC Special Mission Offerings received each year, supports ministries to lower-income retired clergy and lay employees as well as to active clergy facing unforeseen financial crises. Your gift to the Christmas Fund is an expression of covenant. Through the ministry of giving, we covenant in Christ’s name to show love, 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 clergy family struggling with a chronic illness who receive an emergency grant to help pay for mounting medical bills; to the retired couple who receive health premium supplementation; to the lower-income pastor who, this past summer, received a special gift to provide a little extra in difficult economic times; to the many individuals – lay and ordained – who receive some type of ongoing ministerial assistance.

We invite you to covenant with us – and with thousands throughout our beloved church – in this vital ministry that touches the lives of so many. Your gift can and will make a difference.

DECEMBER 13, 2015

Third Sunday in Advent

Luke 3:7-18

THE CHRISTMAS FUND

“The LORD, your God, is in your midst…he will rejoice over you with gladness, he will renew you in his love; he will exult over you with loud singing as on a day of festival.” (Zephaniah 3:17)

“So, with many other exhortations [John the Baptist] proclaimed the good news to the people.” (Luke 3:18)

Zephaniah and John the Baptist were separated by more nearly 700 years of history, yet the messages they proclaimed share more than a few commonalities. Zephaniah decried the faithlessness of the southern kingdom of Judah, and prophesied doom for Jerusalem. John the Baptist – no stranger to controversy – described those who came to him for baptism as a bunch of poisonous snakes. Both prophets warned of impending judgment and called for repentance. But both also celebrated the One who renews, recreates, restores and redeems. God rejoices in our deliverance. The good news that John proclaimed, and on which we focus in this season of the church year, calls us to look forward, to the promise and possibilities of the present and future.

For 113 years, the Christmas Fund for the Veterans of the Cross and the Emergency Fund has been a tangible means of proclaiming good news, here and now, to those who have devoted their lives to the service of the United Church of Christ. This annual offering, one of four Special Mission Offerings received each year in our church, supports ministries to lower-income retired clergy and lay employees as well as to active clergy in times of financial crises. Gifts to the Christmas Fund bring joy and gladness – in the form of a Christmas thank you gift check to an elderly annuitant; as pension supplementation to a minister who faithfully served small congregations that could not afford adequate salaries, and now finds that her retirement income is not enough to meet basic needs; as emergency assistance to a family faced with mounting medical bills resulting from illness; as health premium supplementation to a retired couple; as a special gift to a lower-income active minister or annuitant to help out in these tough economic times; as ongoing ministerial assistance to many individuals – lay and ordained – throughout the course of the year.

We invite you to join with us in proclaiming good news this Christmas to those who have served and those who continue to serve our church, through your prayerful contribution to the Christmas Fund. 

DECEMBER 20, 2015

Fourth Sunday in Advent

Luke 1: 39-45 (46-55)

HOW IS GOD WITH US?

    Jesus is God’s decision to spill heaven all over earth and to mingle time with eternity. Jesus is God mixing spirit into matter. God is with us in the overflowing effervescence of Jesus. Mary birthed the Immanuel, the God with us. Jesus’ life spilled out of her after it spilled out of God. Why? To bring us peace.

    When was the last time you experienced peace? Not just the absence of conflict, but peace. Not just the release of stress, but the presence of God in your heart. Not just the absence of hassle, but the presence of joy.

    Christmas presence is even better than Christmas presents: it is the presence of Jesus in our hearts.

    At Christmas we declare for sure that God exists and that God’s existence matters.

    There is no smaller present or package in the world than a human being wrapped up inside him or herself. Tonight is the night when you unwrap presents. You might even unwrap yourself. You might even unwind. You might even untie and untangle. You can forget about making a list and checking it twice.  You live beyond performance. Even you may enjoy the presence of Christmas.

    Its peace spills on to us whether we are old or young, rich or poor, persecuted or not. Its peace penetrates the fog of Alzheimer’s. Its peace covers those who play the piano or the market or not. Christmas presence is peace on earth, for all. God brings joy even to us. God makes music even out of us.  This peace is the certain coming of justice, in the worst of times and places.

    Let there be a cease-fire in your life today and tomorrow because of the presence of Christmas peace.
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DECEMBER 27, 2015

First Sunday after Christmas

Luke 2:41-52

NATIONAL YOUTH EVENT
Today’s scripture about Jesus as an adolescent boy is the only boy–Jesus story in the canonical Gospels.  And, like many boys of his age, he’s driving his mother mad with worry.  But the good news is that he’s among worshippers teaching and asking questions about religion and God.  Any parent would be happy these days to find their missing son in such company.  

In the United Church of Christ, there are multiple opportunities for youth to find themselves among peers and leaders asking questions and being about the business of following Christ. Foremost among them is the UCC’s National Youth Event (NYE), held every four years.
In 2016 the event will be held at Walt Disney World's Coronado Springs Resort in Buena Vista, Fla., July 26 – 30.  This time, it will be a joint meeting of the United Church of Christ and Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) youth! 3,000 young people from across the country between the ages of 13 and 17 will gather and, like Jesus in the temple, ask questions and explore their faith in what is often a life-changing event for the young attendees and their churches.  
In addition to the National Youth Event, UCC churches in six regions across the country hold their own events in years when NYE or General Synod are not held. Contact your Conference office to find out when your next Regional Youth event is scheduled and for more information on NYE, or visit www.ucc.org/nye. 

JANUARY 3, 2016

Epiphany

Matthew 2:1-12

EPIPHANY

Persians invaded Palestine in 614 and destroyed many churches. They spared the Church of the Nativity when they saw a mosaic on an interior wall depicting the three wise men in Persian dress.  They were the only non-Jews and foreigners at the manger.  All the legends and folklore around these suggest that they were called by the appearance of the star to leave their homes and discover the King of Creation, the hope of the world.  When they found him they did not see a wonder worker or teacher or one wise beyond his years.  Instead, they found a vulnerable baby in straw.  It’s that image that was sent into the world revealing Emmanuel (God with us).  

We, in the west, are probably heirs of those foreigners who brought the good news east.  This good news would make its way east and north and eventually to the Americas.  Perhaps there is some irony in the fact that we return to the Middle East with the same good news of what happened there 2000 years ago.  The first Congregational and Disciples missionaries went to the Middle East in the 19th century.  Today, our presence there is felt in the partnerships we have made through Global Ministries, a joint mission of the Disciples of Christ and the United Church of Christ.  We are actively engaged together with the Arab group for Christian-Muslim Dialogue in a commitment to ongoing interfaith dialogue and cooperation in support for human rights.  Other partners include the Middle East Council of Churches, as well as multiple organizations in Lebanon, Iraq, Israel, Palestine and Turkey.  

What would the three wise men of long ago think of our work today, spreading the good news born that day in a stable in Bethlehem?

JANUARY 10, 2016  
Baptism of the Lord

Luke 3:15-17, 21-22

TALE OF A BAPTISMAL FONT

The tale of how a 14th century baptismal font made its way from a tiny rural English village to a UCC church in Chicago illuminates the history of one of the branches of our denomination.  The Puritans began in England as Separatists, or those who wanted to leave the Church of England.  In the village of Scrooby in Nottinghamshire at the turn of the 17th century, there was a Separatists’ group meeting at the home of William Brewster who would be one of the original passengers on the Mayflower. One of the leaders of that group was John Robinson, author of the famous quote: ““I am verily persuaded the Lord hath more truth yet to break forth out of His Holy Word.” This group, persecuted and hounded, left for Holland and years later for the American colonies where they were the forerunners of American Congregationalism.

Many years later, back in Scrooby, the church out of which these separatists had been born was renovated and a new baptismal font was installed.  The old one was kept in storage until, in 1881, it was purchased by a member of the New England Congregational Church of Chicago, Illinois.  He intended the font as a memorial to his daughter.  That’s how the font came to Chicago.  Years later, when that church burned, the font was saved and presented to the Wellington Avenue Church in 1942.

As that font has journeyed, so too our New England congregational roots. Born in a small village in England, they have grown and spread and blossomed into an important branch of the United Church of Christ.

JANUARY 17, 2016

Second Sunday after Epiphany

John 2:1-11

CHRISTIAN UNITY

Tomorrow we celebrate the life of Martin Luther King, Jr.  Tomorrow is also the first day of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, an annual ecumenical observance sponsored by the World Council of Churches recalling Jesus prayer Jesus’ prayer for his disciples that “they may be one so that the world may believe.” 

How appropriate for us to pray for Christian unity on the same Sunday that we celebrate the life and work of Dr. King, who, in his 1965 commencement address at Oberlin College, said:
“What we are facing today is the fact that through our scientific and technological genius we've made of this world a neighborhood. And now through our moral and ethical commitment we must make of it a brotherhood. We must all learn to live together as brothers—or  we will all perish together as fools. This is the great issue facing us today. No individual can live alone; no nation can live alone. We are tied together.”

Race has mattered and still matters as the news keeps showing us. A vital question for Christians is: How do we live with our neighbors so that they know us and we know them?  One of the steps toward realizing the motto of the United Church of Christ, “That they may all be one,” is to have genuine conversations about the things that matter.  Race matters.  Go to ucc.org for resources on having conversations about race in your church.
JANUARY 24, 2016

Third Sunday after Epiphany

Luke 4:14-21

JUBILEE
We talk a good game in churches about preaching the Good News, but when Luke puts Jesus in the pulpit the message may be surprising.  He opens the scroll and reads from the book of Isaiah.  The verses there proclaim good news to the poor, to people in jail, the blind, and the oppressed, and he announces a Jubilee year—a year when all debts are forgiven.
Imagine your pastor opening the sermon text and saying the good news is for the poor and the jailed and the infirm and all the oppressed.  And, the Year of Jubilee means all debts are cancelled. You won’t have to pay any of your credit card debts, your mortgage, or your cable bill.  Now, that last part . . . that’s Good News!

The Justice and Witness Ministries of the United Church of Christ have developed a Bible study that explores the concept of Jubilee called: JUBILEE, Imagine another world is possible.  It can be downloaded at ucc.org.
The Bible study begins by reminding us that the idea of Jubilee is based on Hebrew numerology and the significance of the number 50.  The Jubilee year happens every fifty years and heralds a time of new beginnings, of starting over.  It’s also a time to rethink how we have ordered this world around money, and what debt does to people. 
Epiphany is the season of the Good News breaking in to the world and becoming visible. As we start the New Year, why not share the words of the good news from Isaiah and meet for Bible study around the concept of Jubilee and those words read by Jesus so long ago?

JANUARY 31, 2016

Fourth Sunday after Epiphany

Luke 4:21-30

RISK

Now Jesus has really done it.  He’s gotten everybody angry and they will throw him out of town . . . literally.  He’s in his hometown of Nazareth and they are so disrespectful that he can’t perform miracles or persuade them of anything.  We live in a time when eating local and thinking local is important to us. It therefore may be hard for us to think that a homegrown boy returning to his community after success in the world wouldn’t be welcome.  But Jesus was not.  They walked him right to the edge of town, right to the boundary between what they knew and what they feared.  If not being welcomed by his childhood community was a test and a risk for him then Jesus failed . . . big time.

In Rev. John C. Dorhauer’s speech to General Synod last summer, one of the charges he made to our denomination as he was being elected our General Minister and President was this: 


“I want you to prepare to fail. I want you to give yourself permission to take risks and then be there to receive the risk-takers with grace when they fail, and to learn from those failures and pass on what we learn to others.”

Jesus took great risks and was willing to pay for them.  The crucifixion could be considered a symbol of failure, yet God reached into the tomb and opened it, shining the light of resurrection on the kind of reception that risk-taking for the sake of the Realm of God gets you.  So far this year, what risks has your congregation taken for the sake of the Gospel?  What risks have your committees taken?  What risks are you prepared to take? 

February 7, 2016

Transfiguration 

Luke 9:8-36 (37-43)

CONNECTIONS

In this mountaintop experience Peter wants the world to see Jesus as an important guy.  He starts enthusiastically planning to make structures to show off the scene. After all, Jesus has Elijah to his left and Moses on his right. What good company he keeps!  Then, suddenly, the whole experience climbs to another level when God, Creator of the Universe, speaks on that mountaintop and claims Jesus, son of Joseph, hometown Nazareth, to be THE beloved, chosen Son of God. No wonder they were terrified and no wonder Peter holds his tongue and suddenly gets quiet as a cloud surrounds them.

There are times to speak and times to just be awed.  Reverend Matthew Laney, the Senior Minister of Asylum Hill Congregational Church, UCC, in Hartford, Connecticut is a contributor to the UCC Daily Devotional. In one message, he suggests that we should all indulge our capacity for awe.  He says the ability to wonder links us as humans and connects us to God. 

There is an apparent theme of connection in the Transfiguration. Connection is made between Israel’s past and the present and future of Jesus, proclaimed here as the chosen Son of God.  The disciples will have to make the connection between Jesus as the Messiah and Jesus as the crucified Messiah.  Peter will have to make many more connections before he himself is crucified.  If you are looking for a way to connect with scripture and your daily life, or what Jesus has to do with washing the dishes, or commuting to work, then subscribe to the UCC Daily Devotionals.  Go to ucc.org and click on “Feed Your Sprit.”   

February 14, 2016

First Sunday in Lent

Luke 4: 1-13

LENT

Saint Valentine is a gift to the art of card-making and sellers of chocolate candies.  This year his feast day is also the first day of Lent, a season known traditionally for denial and austerity, so chocolate may not be the best gift for your beloved. The story of the temptation of Christ can be trivialized during the season of Lent when sugary foods and glittery trinkets are denied in the name of the one who fought a mind game with the devil and will be crucified at the end of it all.  

Our world is full of such dichotomies and domestications of things that mean life and death to many people.  Jesus resists temptation, leaves the desert and heads toward Jerusalem where he will meet with certain death. 

In this story, recounted explicitly during Lent, we discover those life and death realities woven into our shared faith story.  We are led, along with the disciples, into the mouth of evil empires, a violent demonstration against profit-making in the Temple, and a stark and terrible look at what happens when ordinary people say yes to torture.  Giving up donuts or chocolate hardly seems an adequate response to the meaning of the Lenten season.  

There are plenty of resources at ucc.org for studying, planning and praying through Lent.  They include materials about the rebel Jesus, giving up something “bad” for Lent, transforming the ordinary and a study on Lenten Spiritual Practices.  However your congregation tells the story of the weeks and roads leading to the death and resurrection of Jesus the Christ, it is the time to hear that story. Let this year be an antidote to trivialization and one in which you are touched and transformed by the genuine power of Lent.

February 21, 2016

Second Sunday in Lent

Luke 13:31-35

A STORY OF FIRSTS

It’s hard to forget the heartbreaking photo of the firemen carrying Father Mychal Judge, Chaplain of the New York City Fire Department, from the wreckage of the World Trade Towers on September 11, 2001.  For some, it might have been the first realization that fire departments even had chaplains.  For others, Father Judge became an inspiration. So it was that in 2015 the storied FDNY installed its first female and openly gay chaplain who is also ordained in the United Church of Christ, the Rev. Ann Kansfield.  

Reverend Kansfield’s first career had been as a stockbroker.  It was during the days after 9/11 that she began to rethink where God was calling her.  The daughter of a seminary president and the granddaughter of a fire chief, she graduated from New Brunswick Theological Seminary. She was ordained in the United Church of Christ on June 12, 2011. 

On the day of her installation as Chaplain for the NYFD her wife, Jennifer Aull, held the Bible while their four-year old daughter looked on. About her appointment, the FDNY Commissioner Daniel Nigro said, “Sometimes the best man for the job is not a man.”  The position of chaplain is considered part-time but she will get a red light and siren for her car. The other chaplains serving with her include three Protestant ministers, four Catholic priests, and one Jewish rabbi.

February 28, 2016

Third Sunday in Lent

Isaiah 55: 1-9

SEMINARY SUNDAY AND CHURCH VOCATIONS SUNDAY

There is abundance and delight and invitation in today’s scripture.  People who feel called to ministry will often speak of it as an invitation.   An invitation often couched in terms like these in Isaiah.  The one called has a sense that their life does not satisfy and there is something more to living than what they are experiencing.  Exploring the “something more” is the process by which the UCC affirms those called and ordains them to ministry.

The United Church of Christ speaks of those called as having certain “marks” for ministry.  These marks are signs for candidates and churches and ecclesiastical bodies setting apart those who will be faithful and effective authorized ministers.  It is understood that not all candidates for ministry will have all the marks all the time, but they are indicative of fruitful ministry.

The “Marks” include a lived faith, a devotion to scripture, openness and commitment to community, a passion for the church, a willingness to live the covenant and commitment to the United Church of Christ, the ability to teach and articulate theology and the history of the church, as well as to be able to share our polity and our stances on issues of justice and equality.  They also include categories of leadership, healthy relationships and maturity, administrative skills, and the ability to preach the Good News.  These are but a few of the hopes we have as a denomination for our clergy.  

The path to ordination only begins with an invitation.  It takes years of prayer and progress, conversation and discernment to become ordained in the United Church of Christ.  To learn more, go to ucc.org/ministers.
