June 1, 2014

Seventh Sunday of Easter

John 17:1-11

Spirit of Witness

Jesus' farewell speech comes to a close with a prayer for his beloved disciples, not just those gathered in that hushed room before his death but for all of us today, too. The beautiful words of this prayer remind us of the first verses of John's Gospel, and they reveal Jesus' deep love and concern for his followers in an often hostile world. Just as he has promised them the gift of an Advocate in the Holy Spirit, he also prays that they will have the gift of "eternal life," more than the traditional heaven (in the future): the knowledge of God and Jesus Christ here and now. He looks at them with love, and sees God's precious possessions. These much-loved disciples belong to God, and Jesus entrusts them, and us today, to God's care.

PARENTS

    All of us are indebted to someone for perhaps the greatest possible gift: inspiring our love of God and nurturing our religious faith.  It may have been a pastor.  A church school teacher.  A choir director.   For some of us, however, it was simply our parents.  They created and maintained a family life permeated by their Christian faith:  Grace before meals.  Bible reading and devotions.  Prayers before bedtime.   We sat with them in church; they gave us the envelope to place in the offering plate.  They included us in communion, and suddenly we felt mature beyond our years. We grew up knowing--often without even knowing how--key verses from scripture and the words and melodies of the grand old hymns of the church.  

     Our memories of our departed parents may be tinged with condescension.  Some of their attitudes and habits may strike us today as quaint.  But that word does not apply to their faith, or to the way they tried to inculcate it in us.  We never heard them say, "Oh, leave the kids alone.  They'll find their faith on their own."

    A gift, even perhaps the greatest possible gift, doesn't necessarily impose a debt.  Our parents expected nothing from us in return, because they understood--and lived out--the meaning of grace.  Yet we can't help feeling a need, somehow, to repay them for inspiring our love of God and nurturing our religious faith.

    In giving flowers for the church altar in memory of our parents some of us acknowledge that debt of gratitude.  In purchasing a stained glass window, establishing a fund for the church library, or endowing a music program, others among us remember our parents.   And ministries beyond the local church, including the Conference and national settings, also benefit from our desire to make a lasting contribution in the name of our parents.     

    But perhaps simply our being in church today, and almost every other Sunday, is the most important recognition we can offer our parents and what they did for us, because, after all, that is what they most devoutly wished for.        

June 8, 2014
Pentecost Sunday

Acts 2:1-21

Pentecost

Our reading from the Acts of the Apostles directs our attention to the power of God, with "a sound like the rush of a violent wind," "divided tongues as of fire," and an amazing linguistic incident in which people of many different languages and lands--representing the known world at that time--were, in that moment, one in their hearing, if not in their sense of the deeper meaning of what they heard. Despite their differences, they could all understand what the disciples were saying, each in their own language. In this Pentecost experience, the Spirit of God rushed in to empower many different kinds of people to do something astounding--communicate with one another effectively (a miracle in any age!). Bridges were built and crossed in a moment, and the differences among them, instead of dividing, provided startling illustration of God's great power.

Strengthen the Church

Today, Pentecost Sunday,  many UCC congregations will be receiving the Strengthen the Church special mission offering of the United Church of Christ.  Simply put, this offering builds the UCC’s future today.  

Your gift to this offering helps start new UCC churches—often in places where none exist.  Gifts to Strengthen the Church also go to struggling churches needing a little help to renew themselves for ministry in a new day.  Strengthen the Church helps our church to grow and thrive—now and into the future.  

Many of tomorrow’s church leaders will be the youth in our congregations today.  Everyone agrees that a focus on youth is critical for the future of the church—and for the lives of our youth today.  Strengthen the Church supports creative programs for youth and young adults and nurtures current and future leaders.  

Strengthen the Church gifts help to create vibrant church communities of extravagant welcome today, and ensure they will continue to exist into the future. 

June 15, 2014
Trinity Sunday

Genesis 1:1-2:4a 

This is Good
In The Luminous Web, Barbara Brown Taylor describes the creation story in Genesis as a counter-cultural protest of the people of Israel against the creation story of their Babylonian captors. While their oppressors saw the origins of the universe as violent and bloody, the Israelites told their children a different story rooted in goodness and blessing. Today, voices of science and religion carry on a lively conversation about our origins, often missing the main point: we were created, by whatever process and whatever length it took, in love and goodness, by a loving Creator, and we are called to care for this earth, this good creation.
                                                ENVIRONMENTAL RACISM

   In 1963, when the Mississippi civil rights leader, Medgar Evers, was assassinated in his own front yard by a Klansman, the predominantly white United Church of Christ was only seven years old.  That very same year, the church's General Synod established the Committee for Racial Justice, a predecessor to our Justice and Witness Ministries.   

Some of the programs that the Commission initiated were designed to pay long-term dividends, such as the scholarships that enabled 4,000 youth to attend college.  But others emerged, unexpectedly, in response to crises that arose in specific African American communities.  That is the background of the Commission's assault upon what came to be called "environmental racism."

    In 1980, most of the residents of Warren County, North Carolina, were African Americans living below the poverty line.  That was the year when their community was chosen as the site for a landfill constructed to dispose of 30,000 gallons of oil containing PCBs.  Since most of the area residents' drinking water came from local wells, it would only be a matter of time before they were contaminated. 

   Responding to the crisis, the Commission organized community members, political leaders, and civil rights activists to demonstrate against the new landfill.  
    Even with the Commission behind it, the North Carolina community could not stop the landfill.   But their protests empowered other minority communities to resist when they were endangered by hazardous waste.  The Commission for Racial Justice then conducted a research project to determine whether or not a correlation existed between toxic waste and race in the United States.  The

landmark study became required reading at the Environmental Protection Agency and at universities everywhere in the country.  "Environmental racism" became a part of the scientific vocabulary.

    The environmental movement has come a long way since 1980.  So has the civil rights movement.  Let us not forget that the United Church of Christ played an important role in both.    


June 22, 2014
Second Sunday after Pentecost 
Mathew 10:24-39

Daring Discipleship

We accept the idea that there were early Christian martyrs who gave up their lives – literally – for the gospel. But there were also those lesser-known Christians, the everyday, ordinary ones like most of us, who suffered loss of family, place, security, "respectability," because they embraced a faith that challenged social structures, including even the stability of the family itself.  Is it any wonder that the Bible keeps telling us not to be afraid?  Fear may disable us at times, but Jesus reassures us of the ultimate importance and value of all that he offers, and the ever-present care and concern of the One who watches over and guides us on our path. In what ways do you experience God's love as tender and watchful, even in the face of hardship and deprivation, uncertainty and division? 

CRITICAL PRESENCE

    Our United Church of Christ Global Ministries define their top priority with two words: "Critical Presence": meeting God's children at the point of their deepest need in a timely and appropriate way.  "Deepest need" includes not only material wants, such as food, medicine, and protection from harm, but emotional and spiritual needs, too.  Providing "Critical Presence" (or acompanamiento, as our Hispanic brothers and sisters call it) sounds like what Jesus did in his ministry, and it defines our mission as his disciples.   

      There may be practical reasons why we separate our local, Conference, national, and global ministries.  But in God's mission there are no such boundaries--it is one, united.  That’s why we can say that “Critical Presence” is really the top mission priority for the whole United Church of Christ.

    Consider our local churches, which meet God's children at the point of their deepest need.  Besides providing comfort for the bereaved and hope for the sick, UCC churches are present in their community food banks and homeless shelters, daycare and after-school programs, and accompanying new immigrants and refugees in their resettlement.

    And our UCC Conferences provide "Critical Presence" for their constituent churches as together they go through crises and leadership transitions, plan and finance building and rebuilding programs, and in their efforts to be open, affirming, and accessible to all.

    Through our national ministries, guided by the decisions of General Synod, our church's witness for peace and justice meets members of our society at some of their points of deepest need.  We accompany farm workers in the tomato fields of Florida, residents of communities exposed to toxic waste, and other marginalized people as they struggle to improve their lives.

    Yes, "Critical Presence" is a mission priority for the whole United Church of Christ.         

June 29, 2014
Third Sunday after Pentecost

Matthew 10:40-42

Holy Welcome

I look back on my Catholic school education grateful for the influence of the nuns who inspired me to spend my childhood intent on entering the convent one day. The way I saw it, those nuns didn't just have a "day job." They had given their whole lives, everything they owned, including their family, to follow God's call. And they told us colorful stories about martyrs and missionaries who gave up even more in response to God's call, people like Perpetua, Edmund Campion, and Father Damien. It was a wonderful way to grow up, hearing those stories. Jesus' words to his disciples--those he both calls and sends--demand that sort of radical trust and generosity. (Kathryn Matthews Huey, Dean of Amistad Chapel, United Church of Christ)
WITNESS IN WASHINGTON

Congressional lobbying has a bad name—at least in some quarters.  Many people do not know that there are advocates in our nation's capital who are not motivated by special interests, but rather by a vision of the well-being of all. One of them is our own United Church of Christ Justice and Witness Program Team in Washington, D.C.  They bring the issues of concern to our congregations, Conferences, and General Synod--including immigration reform, climate change, and global debt--to the attention of our representatives in Congress.  

Business may have more money to spend on lobbying, but the United Church of Christ has a biblical and theological vision of human community and the wholeness of creation that guides its advocacy efforts. Our team in Washington D.C. engages people of faith in telling the stories of those who have been shut out and left behind by public policy decisions.  Given the increasing divisiveness in our public dialogue, Sandy Sorenson, director of the team, says that we are a critical presence in Washington, giving voice to those on the margins of society.

Elected officials and their staffs in Washington listen to the United Church of Christ because they know that our stands on public issues are grounded in faith and informed by long experience in addressing the pressing needs of local communities, the nation, and the world.  Members of the UCC empower our advocacy in Washington and throughout the world through gifts to Our Church's Wider Mission.

July 6, 2014

Fourth Sunday after Pentecost

Matthew 11:16-19, 25-30

 Chosen Journeys

Just before today's passage, Jesus speaks of signs and prophets and the coming of the reign of God and our seeming inability to recognize or accept it. "But to what will I compare this generation? It is like children sitting in the market-places and calling to one another.” Perhaps, in our own turn, we are "this generation," too. Holly Hearon's words apply to our generation just as much as to that ancient one: "In neither case is 'this generation' satisfied with what they are hearing and seeing. Perhaps they want something in between." But Jesus isn't ever "something in between," is he? 
                                                       Freed

"You delivered me from strife with the peoples; you made me head of the nations….Great triumphs God gives to the king, and shows steadfast love to his anointed, to David and his descendants forever." Psalm 18:43,50

David sings a song of gratitude to God for having freed him and Israel from the rapidly declining rule of King Saul. Of course, God never just frees people from things; God always also frees them for things.  To live a life, corporate or individual, marked by love, righteousness, justice.  To pour out one's—or one's nation's—strength and wealth in firm kindness and gentle struggle on behalf of others.  To live out the good news that God is in love with every person, everywhere.

238 years ago, the Continental Congress formally freed itself from the declining rule of a different king.  Life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness are some of the things it understood itself to be freed for.  Safety and security are others.

It’s the July 4th weekend. Take some time to reread the Declaration of Independence (it's been too long since you've done that, hasn't it?).  What else were we freed for?  What other obligations have been conferred on us, as individuals and as a nation, by the struggle that those long-ago men and women made?  What would God say we ought to be pouring our national life out for?
 The extent to which God was active in the founding of our nation is a matter of debate.  The extent to which God longs for all nations to be just and peaceful is not.

--Rev. Quinn G. Caldwell, Plymouth Congregational Church, UCC, Syracuse, NY
July 13, 2014
Fifth Sunday after Pentecost

 Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23

A House Divided

Today's reading describes God's extravagance and the range of human openness to God's word. In the face of all sorts of obstacles and dangers, the sower counts on the bountiful return of a few seeds; he imagines the plentiful harvest reaped when even a few of the seeds find fertile soil. Have there ever been times in your spiritual growth that you felt like rocky or barren ground, or like being fertile ground for the Word of God?   

HANDS OF PEACE

The ten-year-old "Hands of Peace" program brings together Israeli and Palestinian teenagers with American youth for two-and-a-half weeks in Chicago every summer.  Founded by Gretchen Grad, a member of Glenview Community United Church of Christ in suburban Chicago, Hands of Peace seeks to help build bridges among young people on both sides of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

The inspiration for Hands of Peace came to Gretchen in the wake of the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks.  Distressed by the climate of hostility, fear, and misunderstanding, she came up with the idea of bringing together Israeli, Palestinian, and American teens.  Her pastor, Rev. Howard Roberts, "was immediately behind it," Gretchen says.  Jewish and Muslim congregations added their support, and in 2003, 21 teens gathered in Chicago for the first Hands of Peace summer program.  

The heart of the program is dialogue.  During 14 dialogue sessions, the youthful participants—who call themselves "Hands"—discuss issues related to the Mideast conflict.  They choose the topics and set the ground rules.  That can lead to explosive discussions, which may even provoke tears.  But, in the process, participants come to see beyond the stereotypes they have inherited.  After hearing a Palestinian participant recount a checkpoint confrontation with Israeli soldiers, an Israeli teen named Ilor exclaimed, "That was the moment I understood how powerful the program is.  From that point on, I was not Israeli.  I was Ilor."

While much of the funding for Hands of Peace comes from the Glenview UCC community, we support this program too, with our gifts to One Great Hour of Sharing and Our Church's Wider Mission. 

July 20, 2014
Sixth Sunday after Pentecost

Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43

Wheat and Weeds Together

In response to our ancestors' struggle with the presence of evil in their midst (not so much why it was there, but what to do about it), Matthew provides pictures and promises to help them endure and persist, even if their little church, and the big world beyond it, seemed infected and flawed by "bad seed," the "weeds" sown by a power at odds with God's vision for the world. God's judgment, and God's timing, are at the center of this parable, as is our inability to judge one another or to see with God's eyes into the hearts of others. 




 

SUMMER READING

Think the Bible’s boring?  Think again.  Well, think again about some of it, anyway.  Check out these stories for amazing exploits, surprising people, and inspiring transformations . . . 

Exodus, especially Chapters 1 through 17:7.  One of the best stories ever.  Moses, Pharoah, plagues, the parting of the sea, manna, water from the rock, and the beginnings of the people of Israel.  For sheer drama, it can’t be beat.

The Valley of Dry Bones, Ezekiel 37:1-14. “The ankle bone’s connected to the, LEG bone…”  Starts out creepy, with dancing skeletons; ends happy, with resurrection and the Spirit of God.  Which is good news for God’s people, if we can just manage to get that song out of our heads.

Doubting Thomas, John 20:24-29.  Admit it: you’d be skeptical, too.  Jesus gives Thomas exactly what he asks for, and more besides.

Paul and Silas Singing in Prison, Acts 16:16-40.  Paul gets in trouble—again—for telling people about his faith.  Angry mobs, prison hymn-sings, earthquakes, and mass conversions ensue.

Saul on the Road to Damascus, Acts 9:1-19. Be careful who you persecute; you just might become one of them.  Saul (later “Paul”) gets a conversion and an eye-opening comeuppance.

Pentecost, Acts 2:1-42. The Holy Spirit surprises everybody, and Peter, who ‘til this point has been more of a screw-up than you or I will ever be, finally gets it right.

-- from “Ten Great Reads,” The Bible and the United Church of Christ, UCC Resources.

July 27, 2014
Seventh Sunday after Pentecost

Matthew 13:31-33, 44-52 

"SHOULDN'T  I TRY TO INFLUENCE THOSE DECISIONS?"

    Many United Church of Christ congregations offer strong and vibrant community ministry programs--soup kitchens, food pantries, job-training programs, and child care centers.  Countless lives have no doubt been transformed, or even saved, through the direct service ministries of our UCC congregations.  Yet there is a second step in our call to minister to the "last, the least and the lost."  That is the call of public policy advocacy.  It is the call to "go up river," to find out what is causing people to lose their job, their homes, their capacity to put food on the table for their children.  As people of faith, we have a unique role to play in public policy debates.

    The biblical vision of right relationship in human community and wholeness of creation transcends any political party, ideology or platform.  Unlike those who represent powerful special interests in the halls of Congress, we are called to speak out of the truth of our experience, to tell the stories of our encounters with those who have been shut out, pushed aside, left behind by public policy decisions--and to make the way clear for those on the margins to tell their stories.  It is the work described by theologian Walter Brueggemann, the work of "naming the pain rightly," so that real healing and restoration can take place.

    The mission of the UCC Justice and Witness Ministries Washington office is to engage people of faith in the task of telling these stories of truth to the people in power.  Through the UCC Justice and Peace Action Network, you can join with thousands of faith advocates across the country and around the world who advocate more just public policies through e-mail messages, telephone calls, petition drives, vigils, education forums and other efforts.  UCC members who volunteer for relief efforts after disasters or swing a hammer to rebuild someone's home can add a second step of advocacy to their work by meeting with their members of Congress in Washington D.C. or at their district offices, talking with state and local policy makers, and sharing their stories and experiences with their congregations and their communities.

    Lifting your voice on important policy issues of the day can make a difference.  And it is part and parcel of our many ministries or outreach and compassion.  As we seek to pull people "out of the river" through our ministries of direct service, we are left with this question:  If a single decision in the halls of the U.S. Congress can either enhance or undo literally millions of individual acts of Christian caring, shouldn't I try to influence those decisions? 
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August 3, 2014
Eighth Sunday after Pentecost

Matthew 14:13-21

Face to Face

Food, and the sharing of it, are powerful in many ways, in feeding our bodies, but also, symbolically, in feeding our spirits. Isn't the offering and sharing of food--whatever bit of food we have--at the heart of hospitality? And don't we feel nourished in more ways than one if we eat our food in the company of others? That seems to be what the story of the loaves and fishes is about: Jesus knowing, and satisfying, our most basic human needs, our deepest hungers. Feeding the hungry is also at the core of the gospel. In this story, Jesus sets an example for us. He worked through his disciples then, just as he works through us today.

OPEN, ABUNDANT TABLE

   Summertime is picnic-time in America, and only the most fretful host or hostess ever worries that someone might go away hungry.  There's always more than enough food for all--which keeps the ants and squirrels happy.

    But according to the United Nations Food and Agricultural Organization, almost 870 million people worldwide were undernourished in 2012.  In many cases, prolonged hunger is fatal.  Oxfam America reports that as many as 30,000 children in the world starve to death every day.      Why are so many people going hungry?

    Not because of food shortages from poor harvests.  There is enough food to feed everyone on earth today.

    Not because of inadequate means of distribution, either.  There are more than enough communication and transportation resources to supply food to everyone on earth. 

    Then why are so many people going hungry?

     Because many of the rest of the people, those who have enough to eat, think that world hunger is caused by a shortage of food.  In spite of the facts, they believe that giving food to others would mean taking it away from themselves and their families.

    Where does this idea of scarcity originate?  Some blame Thomas Malthus, the Anglican clergyman, who two centuries ago warned there wouldn't be enough to go around.  Others still remember the Great Depression.  One thing is clear.  The idea of scarcity isn't found in the Bible.  When did God, or Jesus for that matter, ever let people starve?  Our faith teaches us that God provides.

   We can testify from our faith that there is enough food to go around, because ours is a God of abundance.  

August 10, 2014
Ninth Sunday after Pentecost

 Genesis 37:1-4, 12-28 

When All Seems Lost

Handsome and undoubtedly precocious, Joseph stirs up feelings of envy in his brothers so deep that they spill over into the ugly sin of fraternal violence, brother against brother, even to the point of murder. In fact, today's episode ends on a downer: we may finish reading our text by asking, "Where's the good news (gospel) in that?" Like mourners at a funeral, we must not skip too easily over the suffering before us, or the questions it provokes, even if we do have a sense of where the story is going, and who is at work the whole time. For now, though, we sit like Jacob, who didn't like hearing about Joseph's dreams of lording it over his parents and brothers, but was wise and patient and trusting enough, the text says, to wait for more of the story to unfold.

Your Congregation: A Club or A Church?

1. When a new group at your church meets for the first time, people introduce themselves by . . .

a) Telling stories about the church’s glory days fifty years ago.

b) Telling stories about the church’s conflict and shrinkage over the last fifty years.

c) Sharing what God has been doing in their lives lately.

d) Saying “I’ve been a member here since 1948.”

2. People in your congregation respond to an influx of guests and visitors by saying . . .

a) “Excuse me, but you’re in my seat.”

b) “If you’re interested in a growing church, I hear that the big one on the other side of town is into that sort of thing.”

c) “Wow, isn’t it great to see all these new people!”

d) “Influx of visitors? That would never happen in our church.”

3. When three new families were at coffee hour on Sunday, regular members said . . .

a) “I’m sorry, but the Boy Scout pancake breakfast was yesterday.”

b) “Those children are poorly behaved and are eating the adult’s cookies.”

c) “Isn’t it fun to get to know so many different people!”

d) “These new people don’t know the rules. One of them was trying to help and went into the kitchen. We had to discipline him with a wooden spoon.”

If your answer to these questions was “C,” then Praise God, you have a church; if, however, you answered  “A,” “B” or “D,” well, sorry, time to hang out the “Members Only” sign.

August 17, 2014
Tenth Sunday after Pentecost

Genesis 45:1-15

Bold Moves

The question of "why things happen the way they do" (or why bad things happen to good people), and the utter grace and healing power of forgiveness: both are powerful things at work in today’s text and in our lives as well. In the story of Joseph, these two tracks converge beautifully. If last week's reading ended in despair and sadness, today's overflows with joy, as Joseph offers his brothers, whether they deserve it or not, an extravagant forgiveness that extends far beyond them to the people of Israel, his family, who will be saved because Joseph will be able to preserve their lives in the midst of famine. Joseph's compassion and joy seem to know no bounds, but he is grateful as well, and perhaps relieved to understand the meaning beneath his life. 

Our Church’s Wider Mission

Without Our Church’s Wider Mission . . .

We could not gather the great strengths of our congregations or make our voice heard in the public arena.  

We would not have missionaries in over 70 countries worldwide.  

We could not help small, struggling, or emerging new churches with support for pastors or buildings.  

We could not provide congregations with distinctively “UCC” resources: for worship, stewardship, leadership. 

Congregations would be entirely on their own when looking for a pastor.  

There would be no United Church of Christ presence at all in parts of the United States.  

Our Church’s Wider Mission: Does your congregation contribute?  

August 24, 2014
Eleventh Sunday after Pentecost

Exodus 1:8-2:10

Be Transformed

The story is so familiar that most of our church members could narrate it from their pews. As children, many of us colored in pictures of the Egyptian princess taking the little baby Moses out of the water, there on the bank of the Nile. We had a sense that the day had been saved and the sweet little baby would grow up a prince--a happy ending to a scary episode! And yet this story is anything but an ending: it puts into motion the Exodus narrative, with God, behind the scenes and more powerful than the powers-that-be, taking first steps in response to the suffering of the people whose ancestors, Abraham and Sarah, had been promised abundant blessings and a land of their own, now so far away and so long ago. Even though everything seemed hopeless, the situation will be transformed through the acts of God, and in spite of the opposition of Pharaoh. However, as so often happens with God, the transformation will come in unexpected, surprising ways.


DO’S AND DON’TS

    Be sincere in your love for others.

    Hate everything that is evil and hold tight to everything that is good.

    Love each other as brothers and sisters and honor others more than you do yourself.

    Never give up.

    Eagerly follow the Holy Spirit and serve the Lord.

    Let your hope make you glad.

    Be patient in time of trouble and never stop praying.

    Take care of God’s needy people and welcome strangers into your home.

    Ask God to bless everyone who mistreats you.

    Ask God to bless them and not to curse them.

    When others are happy, be happy with them, and when they are sad, be sad.

    Be friendly with everyone.

    Don’t be proud and feel you are smarter than others.

    Make friends with ordinary people.

    Don’t mistreat someone who has mistreated you.

    But try to earn the respect of others, and do your best to live in peace with everyone.

                                                                                          Romans 12:9-18

August 31, 2014
Twelfth Sunday after Pentecost

Romans 12:9-21

Spirit-Led Living

Today, we are surrounded by a world that puts its faith more in striking back than in discovering beauty in every single one of God's children. In Rome long ago, and in the world today, the sweet irony of loving our enemy, of giving our hungry enemy food instead of bombing them, of giving our thirsty enemy a drink instead of striking them down, might confuse and confound them, and perhaps even participate in their transformation as well. We are, alas, too conformed to the ways of this world and unwilling to short-circuit evil with good. We find ourselves fueling the evil rather than doing the entirely unexpected thing of responding with love. 

"EVER SINGING YOUR PRAISE"  ( Psalm 84:4b)

Is receiving the offering the highlight of your Sunday worship service?  Or does your church pass the plate as fast as it can?

For our Christian partners in Africa, receiving the offering is just about the most important part of worship.  Mark Behle, our missionary with the Lesotho Evangelical Church, writes that long services are not unusual there.  “People travel long distances on foot or at considerable expense by public transport to attend, and they expect to spend the majority of the day in worship.”  And the longest part of the service is receiving and counting the offering.  “You don’t just put your offering in a plate,” he writes.  “The offering is something you ‘do,’ marching (very slowly), singing, and leaving your gift on the table.  Ten minutes or more per group; about two hours in all for the offering!”

It isn’t essentially different in the United Church of Christ in Southern Africa, according to our missionaries Dawn and Jon Barnes.  “Music is one of the highlights in worship,” they write.  Before the scripture or sermon, each group in the church is invited forward to ‘give a song.’  After all the music, it is time for the offering and worship becomes even more spirited!  The songs become just a bit louder, and everyone lines up and dances forward to present their offering on the table.  Everyone is proud to bring what they have.”

It’s harvest Sunday in the United Church of Christ in Zimbabwe.  People bring corn meal, bananas, and even chickens.  Mr. Dhlkama, one of the elders, encourages the people to give their very best:  “Don’t give God rotten bananas,” he says.  That's a thought for the day.


