Sunday, December 4, 2016
Second Sunday of Advent

Vision of Peace

Isaiah 11:1-10

Could it be? Yes, it could.  Something's coming, something good, 


If I can wait!  Something's coming, I don't know what it is, 


But it is gonna be great.
In the first act of the musical West Side Story ,the impossibly hopeful and youthful protagonist, Tony, sings the song called “Something’s Coming.”  You may recognize the lyrics, written by Stephen Sondheim.  Advent shares much of what this song is about : expectation, excitement and a sense that around the corner there is something good.  More than the happy times on Christmas morning, or even the stories of shepherds and wise men, the good that Isaiah points to is a realized peace envisioned in natural enemies lying next to each other.  Isaiah writes about lions and wolves lying with lambs and babies playing safely with poisonous snakes. The “something coming” in today’s scripture is just what Isaiah describes, a vision emblematic of humanity’s true future and more real than our violent warring culture might predict.  
The expectation and hope of this season is what everyone wants all year round.  We want to feel good about our lives and the people around us. We all remark about how people look different this time of year.  It’s like everyone all at once sees the truth of what Isaiah saw – that there will come a day when enemies will be friends and babies will be safe and humanity will rest from all the evil it has produced.  On that day, the peaceable kingdom will be real.  Perhaps, this Advent season, we might cultivate a longing for peace that would result in our working for it.  The United Church of Christ long ago declared itself a Just Peace Church.  If you want to do more than just long for peace go to ucc.org and search for “Just Peace.” You’ll find resources and a way to imagine “something good” into reality, and make a difference in our world. 
Sunday, December 11, 2016

Third Sunday of Advent

Heartbeat of Justice

Luke 1:47-55

She’s young. She’s pregnant. The father is unknowable, and yet her song in this scripture passage exclaims her gratitude towards God for giving her such happiness.  That’s it.  That’s the story! There’s a mix of ordinary and divine detail in it.  Elizabeth is Mary’s cousin and pregnant with the future John the Baptist.  In utero John leaps with joy when Mary comes near his mother.  It’s a leap that fills Elizabeth with the Holy Spirit. There in the hill country of Judea, two thousand years ago, two pregnant women–many years different in age and experience–meet. The Holy Spirit binds the two and moves them both to joy.   A joy born of hope in a new world – a world declared by Mary to be one where justice means that the poor and lowly take a central place in the future of all life.  Powerful forces may try to alter the plans made for her baby yet born, but they will not succeed, and, for the moment, everything is on a roll.

Through a stethoscope a baby’s heartbeat is powerful and fast, like an engine. At eight weeks, it roars along at 150 beats per minute.  It takes a mighty pump like that to get life moving and declare to all who listen . . . this baby is on its way.   Jesus, whose heartbeat is the beat of justice and possibility for all human beings, is on his way!  
Many of our UCC churches call their newsletter, “The Heartbeat”—St.  Andrew UCC in Louisville, Kentucky; Nampa UCC in Nampa, Idaho; Highwater Congregational UCC in Newark, Texas; and Cannon Falls UCC in Cannon Falls, Minnesota to name a few.  Church newsletters are the heartbeat of churches across the country. Who records the heart of your congregation? What is the rhythm that underpins your best work and best ideas and best hopes and best prayers? How do you hear the heartbeat of Jesus this Advent?
Sunday, December 18, 2016

Fourth Sunday of Advent

God With Us
Matthew 1:18-25

Joseph gets all the worrying jobs in the Christmas story.  He’s got to manage the fleeing into the desert and the journeying all the way to Egypt.  He’s got to do the packing of the donkey.  And then there’s all that anxiety about Herod’s soldiers, as well as looking after a pregnant teenage girl.  When it’s time to return to Israel, he has to figure out where to live when new rulers make new fears.  His dreams don’t help.  It was, after all, his dreams that got him into this mess.  Are Joseph’s dreams always bad and full of evil omens? Well, at least they keep his family safe.  Responsibility and care must weigh heavily upon him.  Some men, today, might resonate with Joseph’s plight as the bearer of duty and dependability, especially as they make their way in a world that no longer values them as sole breadwinners, or upholds the image of the strong stoic male.  What’s a man to do?  
The twenty-second General Synod of the United Church of Christ adopted a resolution about “Men’s ministry in the United Church of Christ.” Among the paragraphs beginning “whereas” is this: WHEREAS, there is a need to support men as they seek growth in their relationship to God and to discover alternatives to relationships based on patriarchy and dominance. 
So it is that many UCC churches have developed ongoing ministries for those who identify as male.  Trinity Mt. Penn UCC in Reading, Pennsylvania, has a monthly group that endeavors to create a safe nonjudgmental space where they can get to know God and deepen their walk with Jesus.  Christian Fellowship UCC in San Diego, California, a progressive, inclusive, Bible-based community of believers has a men’s ministry that includes a re-enactment of the Last Supper during Holy Week.  If you want to find a Men’s Ministry Action Plan you can find one by searching at ucc.org.
Sunday, December 25, 2016

Christmas Day

A Great Light

Isaiah 9: 2-7

Welcome to Christmas on Sunday.  This is the calendar year that doesn’t let the pastor breathe after Christmas Eve services.  No relaxing around a fire and sipping eggnog or resting on their laurels after another year’s round of candle lighting and choir feeding. No, instead the alarm needs to be set and a sermon manuscript readied and stole hung carefully for the morning of Christmas.  Being a pastor, as they say, is not all “cakes and ale.”  And it is, of course, more than that. It’s also the many things that get done that no one ever hears about, like leaving the Memorial Day family picnic to be with a woman whose husband died at home; or finding a home for an indigent elderly church member; or visiting a man on death row who had wantonly gunned down three people. Some pastors have complained that nobody ever calls them when they’re having a good day.  Then a message like Isaiah’s comes along and it happens to be Christmas, which is, as everyone knows, the birthday of Joy.  And here we are with Isaiah, just as we were on the second Sunday of Advent, and this time he is proclaiming, “The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light.” 

James Thurber wrote, “"There are two kinds of light - the glow that illuminates, and the glare that obscures."  As startling as light bursting into darkness can be, this light in this darkness does not obscure.  It does not drown in brightness the truth of suffering and the reality of sorrow.  Instead it glows so that everything beautiful, even on the difficult days, is illumined with what is authentic and powerful.  What binds us together with Christ in his humanness is his frailty and vulnerability as a baby born in a manger.  It is not that we don’t see suffering because we are so enamored of the shininess of Christmas but because it is in this scene that we see beauty, himself, lit from within.  A beauty covered in straw, illumined by love and glowing with the pulse of possibility.  Merry Christmas everyone!  
January 1, 2017
New Year’s Day

Truly I Tell You

Matthew 25:31-46
If you do something to anyone, even the “least” of these, he said, then you have done it to me.  Perhaps no statement by Jesus names more clearly how we are all interconnected.  Sharing food, or not sharing food, welcoming someone or not welcoming someone is tantamount to feeding and welcoming Jesus Christ. Everyone, then, is a potential source for salvation.  We can turn toward them and him, or we can turn away.  Everyday, everyone we come across is Jesus.   The thing about interconnectedness is that the good of one is indeed good for all.  Feeding one hungry person feeds all of us. 
The United Church of Christ offers a curriculum titled, “Just Eating? Practicing Our Faith at the Table” (ucc.org/just-eating).  It uses scripture, prayer and stories from around the globe to explore our relationship with food.   Its title is a play on the word, “Just.”  Is eating a simple act? Is it something we do “just” for ourselves, or is there a way of eating that manifests JUST-ice?
Remembering that Jesus became food for us, eating is also an act that connects us to the world.  On the plate before us is food that comes to us from the work of the natural world–soil and the water and the winds and the sun, nurtured by the earth.  It comes to us planted and harvested by many anonymous hands. There is a great cloud of witnesses in every bite we take–witnessing both our fullness and our generosity.   Perhaps these are things to consider at our church suppers.  Where does our food come from? Is it local? Who is invited to share it with us? How is it grown? How is it raised?  Is it good for us? Is it good for the world? Is it good for those who grew it? Is there a Christian way of eating?  Remember, it was Jesus who made food an issue and an emblem for the deepest expression of faith.  Feeding others feeds Him. We are not only what we eat, but who we feed.

January 8, 2017

The Baptism of Christ

First Sunday after Epiphany

Possibilities Unfolding

Matthew 3:13-17

Jesus was not the first person baptized.  It didn’t begin with him.  John was baptizing and Jesus was probably just standing in line. Indeed, John said, “You should be baptizing me.” But Jesus indicates that this is the way to do things properly. John was the one baptizing, and Jesus wanted to follow the tradition.
In Zurich in the 16th century there was a big dust up about baptism.  A Swiss gentleman named Manz disagreed with an important Reformed theologian named Zwingli about the efficacy of infant baptism. Manz didn’t believe in it. He believed that the only baptism that counted was one in which the baptized understood what was happening and could speak for themselves. In infant baptism the parents speak for the baby.  In fact Manz was encouraging people to be re-baptized.  Manz got a lot of people all riled up about it and was imprisoned.  Then, the Swiss council made re-baptizing punishable by death. On January 5, 1527 Manz was the first Swiss Anabaptist (those in favor of adult baptism) executed by other Protestants for a belief.  They drowned him by tying his hands behind his back to a pole placed between his legs and throwing him in the water.  
Today, the main Protestant denominations all recognize each other’s baptisms, and we don’t drown dissenters.  In January, 2013, the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops, The Presbyterian Church (USA), Christian Reformed and the Reformed Church of America, and the United Church of Christ signed a document known as the “Common Agreement on Mutual Recognition of Baptism.” The next time a baby is baptized in your church, listen again to the words of the pastor and imagine how much has changed since Jesus stepped in that water to be baptized by John.
January 15

Second Sunday after Epiphany

All That We Are

John 1: 29-42

In John’s gospel, Jesus gets his first disciples, not from the shores of Galilee, or sitting behind a tax collector’s booth; he gets them from John the Baptist’s cohort. 

John points out Jesus to them and they leave John to follow Jesus. In this version, one of them is Andrew, and he gets his brother, who is Simon Peter, to join up. Peter, the very disciple Jesus calls the rock, is dragged into the fold by his own brother.   By this model, church growth is not a pastor-driven activity. It is something the disciples do. 
It is often the case that we think a pastor’s personality is all it takes to grow a congregation.  Yes, a good pastor is important – worship leadership, engaging with youth, being present to people in time of need, and offering opportunities for faithful conversations is essential. But without a congregation that is excited about its life together there will be no energy for growth.  Of course we want very much to grow the size of our congregations.  This is a good aim but it begins with the work we do to nurture our own faith and witness.  If the church is where we find ourselves growing in our authentic faith-filled commitment and a deepening of our spiritual life, then inviting others becomes easy.  But we must do the inviting.

If people see that their lives will be transformed and that with you they will discover opportunities to serve their community, then they will be drawn to you.  But it all begins with us.  The church is more than our always less than perfect and hardworking pastor.  It is ALL the people. 
January 22, 2017

Third Sunday after Epiphany

Called Together

Matthew 4: 12-23

Jesus has a friend in jail.  John the Baptist has been arrested.  With danger in the air Jesus heads to the Sea of Galilee, home to fishing and fishermen. There along the banks Jesus calls his first disciples. Two brothers James and John, fishing, leave their father, Zebedee. Is their father sad or glad for his boys’ opportunity to leave behind the sleepy ways of a fisherman?  We don’t know the answer. What we do know, because we know the ending, is that James will be the first to be martyred (Acts 12:2) and John will be exiled.  It’s not that we don’t know what the real deal is with discipleship.  If we take our faith seriously and are willing to follow Jesus then there is a likelihood that we will face some sort of hardship, or have to make a difficult choice, even discover that we have changed and left behind more than we realized.  
In May, 2014, three UCC clergy were arrested along with many other religious leaders in Jefferson City, Missouri.  Jefferson City is the capital of that state and those arrested were in the capital building protesting in favor of health care for the poor of Missouri.  The group arrested has been referred to as the “Medicaid 23.” Two years later, in the summer of 2016, they were all found guilty of trespassing for chanting peacefully from the balcony overlooking the State Senate chamber. As of this writing they were planning an appeal wondering how one could be convicted of trespass on public property.  
Protest and public demonstration are part of our heritage as a country and as a justice-minded church.  The UCC pastors arrested were Rev. Vernon Howard, Rev. Chaunia Chandler and Rev. Sam Mann.  They have demonstrated their discipleship fighting for justice for the poor.  How do we demonstrate ours?  
January 29, 2017

Fourth Sunday after Epiphany

The Vision Beautiful

Matthew 5:1-12

You might remember the “Love” postage stamp.  It had a few bright paint swatches of color and the word “LOVE” on it. It cost 22 cents and by 1985 over 700 million had been sold.  The creator of the stamp was an artist named Corita Kent.  During the 60s and 70s, as a Sister of the Immaculate Heart of Mary, she gained fame for her colorful serigraphs that often carried themes of justice and hope.  For years she ran the art department of the Immaculate Heart College in Los Angeles.  In 2014, one of her pieces, a large banner-like painting called The Beatitudes, was discovered stored at the offices in Cleveland of the United Church of Christ. 
The painting had been created for the 1964 World’s Fair in New York.  Painted with bright blocks of color and bold lettering it is covered with words from the Beatitudes and quotes from figures famous in the 60s – John F. Kennedy, and Pope John XXIII.  Nobody is quite sure how the UCC came to be in possession of the painting. The United Church Press had published some of her work. Her themes of justice and peace were consistent with our core values. It would have been natural for this painting to end up as part of our denomination’s archives.  
The painting was displayed at the Museum of Contemporary Art in Cleveland as part of a traveling exhibition of Corita Kent’s work. The theologian Harvey Cox and a friend of hers had this to say about her work: “She could pass her hands over the commonest of the everyday, the superficial, the oh-so-ordinary, and make it a vehicle of the luminous, the only, and the hope filled.”  Luminous and hope filled are qualities of these beatitudes of Jesus, taking mercy and mourning and hunger and persecution, and turning them upside down into a vision of a new world ordered very differently from ours.  
February 5, 2017

Fifth Sunday after Epiphany

Restoring Beauty

Matthew 5:13-20

In ancient times salt was a valuable commodity. Mined from deep beneath huge sand dunes, ancient West African kingdoms were made rich by the salt trade.  Today, far less of the world’s salt comes from Africa, but it is still mined here, and the trek across the desert looks today much as it did a thousand years ago, though trekking across West Africa can be dangerous. This is especially true in areas plagued by Boko Haram, the violent religious extremist group that kidnaps young girls.  
Global Ministries, a combined international mission effort of the Disciples of Christ and the United Church of Christ, works with the Evangelical Presbyterian Church in Ghana to provide safe schooling for some of the almost 800,000 young girls and children escaping the violence of Boko Haram.  Boko Haram represents a minority of the population but they have been effective in disrupting the region’s long history off tolerance and respect between Christians and Muslims.  The work of Global Ministries is strengthening the efforts of people there to counteract the hatred and division.   This work is a new kind of salt for the earth, perhaps even more valuable, because it doesn’t just make food taste good, it makes the world taste better.
Has your church ever considered becoming a global mission church? The program offers opportunities for mission, for education and for meeting people you might never otherwise know.  It’s a way that your church might be a light on the hill and the salt for the earth.  Think of all the places there are to learn about and the excitement in discovering how much we share with people across the globe.  Imagine the adventures in mission you might have. Go to globalministries.org and click on “Get Involved.”

February 12, 2017

Sixth Sunday after Epiphany

From the Heart

Matthew 5:21-37

People talk about core values. Businesses gather employees and consultants and make lists and cover walls with sticky notes.  Mission statements emerge. Vision Plans are articulated and those core values finally get whittled down. Churches do this.  Conferences do this. Our denomination has done this.  Jesus did it.  In chapter 5 of Matthew’s Gospel Jesus lays out the core values for his community of disciples.
These values reflect the practices of early Christian churches.  

Does your church have a list of core values?  Many UCC churches list their Core Values on their web sites.  Some of those values are what you might expect, like sharing the Gospel, praying together, following Jesus, being open and affirming, and some have something on their list that is a little different from the others, but they all seem to have Matthew, chapter 5 as their inspiration.  Here are some interesting core values from our family of churches:
• Fellowship with open communication – Christ Church UCC in Bethlehem, PA
• Celebrating life with others  – Community Congregational UCC, Benicia, CA
• Fun and Joy – Grace UCC, Lancaster, PA
• Relationship building with the community – First United Church, Tampa FL
• To learn from our past…– Ledyard Congregational UCC, Ledyard, CT

• We value questioning… – Cedar Hills UCC, Portland, OR
• Share our stories – Congregational Church Birmingham, Bloomfield Hills, MI
• Provide a safe and encouraging environment – Immanuel UCC, Louisville, KY
• To stretch themselves – Archwood UCC, Cleveland, OH
• Reflect into the World – Austin Congregational UCC, Austin, MN
February 19, 2017

Seventh Sunday after Epiphany

Expanding Boundaries

Matthew 5: 38-48

The “eye for an eye” injunction comes from the legal code in Exodus and may have been intended to keep punishments for crimes evenly balanced, weighed on a scale, so that if someone loses a thumb in a crime they don’t lose an eye as well but just a thumb.  The Latin legal term for this is Lex talionis or the law of retaliation, one for one.  It expresses the notion of retributive justice or that the punishment should fit the crime.  What’s so wrong with that, we might ask? But there goes Jesus turning over tables again. In today’s scripture he stretches our notions of compassion and messes with our ideas of justice as a scale.  Jesus wants us to turn the other cheek, give to people who sue us, love our enemies.  At the very least these words should give us pause, especially when we think about our system of justice and how we treat people who are incarcerated, both when they are in prison and when they get out.
Do we hope for redemption and compassion in the way our legal system hands out prison terms, or do we promote vindictive punishments and retaliatory sentences?  How do we treat those who have been imprisoned?  What hope do we hold out for them?  Here in the United States, we make it difficult for people to get work and find housing.  We withhold the right to vote and thus we turn every incarceration into a life sentence.   
The General Synod of the United Church of Christ continues to call upon all of us to work toward reforming our nation’s justice system.  We are called by Jesus to think beyond scales and an “eye for an eye.” He calls us to expand our understanding of justice.  If you want to learn more about our criminal justice system and how you can promote training and rehabilitation in prisons and work to reduce mass incarceration go to ucc.org and search for “prison reform.”
February 26, 2017

Transfiguration Sunday

Dazzling Reign

Matthew 17: 1-9

Spoiler alert: The Son of Man may lose his life on the cross, but in the end he will return and shine as the sun.  In a sentence, that’s kind of what the Transfiguration is – a spoiler.  It lets the disciples know that even as Jesus has just predicted his death on a cross they needn’t fear, they needn’t worry, because he is unstoppable – he is, after all, the beloved Son of God.   And, because of this mountaintop vision they can hold that dazzling vision and it will give them hope in the frightening days ahead.  
A Transfiguration is more than a makeover, more than a new, whiter robe and a spotlight.  It’s a change in form to something different, more essential and more spiritual.  But the Jesus that went up the mountain was the same one who came down.  He didn’t change, he just got unmasked. What the disciples saw on that mountaintop was not a different Jesus but the real Jesus. There with Moses and Elijah he was himself, revealed to them so they would know for sure who they were traveling with and who, when the day came, they would watch die.   This is no ordinary rabbi, no regular teacher, and, as good as he was to them, he was more than they understood.  
Wouldn’t it be something remarkable to see the world that way, to see the glow of divine creation inside everything?  Poets do that, don’t they?  They look at the world and transfigure it with words, revealing the dazzle and light we missed.  Gerard Manley Hopkins, famed English poet, wrote of Jesus Christ in his poem “Pied Beauty,”


With swift, slow; sweet, sour; adazzle, dim;

        
      He fathers forth whose beauty is past change:




Praise him.
