March 6, 2016
Fourth Sunday in Lent

Luke 15:1-3, 11b-32

One Great Hour of Sharing 

You arrive home in the evening, tired from a long day, and on the news comes a bulletin about an earthquake, or refugee crisis, or typhoon, or famine that has struck people far away.  You watch it on the television, or your computer screen.  You’ve seen it all before—the dirty children, the helpless mothers, the smoke and mounds of rubble, people screaming, men gesturing.  You say to yourself, “There’s so much misery in the world.” Then, you change the channel.  After all, what can you do? You have work the next day, and your life to live.  In your wallet might be twenty or forty dollars.  How far could that go to help thousands of people?  Besides, there are plenty of helping organizations out there to respond.
One Great Hour of Sharing is more than a helping organization. It’s part of the mission of the Christian church.  More than the just the United Church of Christ, we join with eight other Christian denominations in this work. Together, with those partners, we raise approximately 12 million dollars a year. Of each dollar given, 91 cents is used directly for mission, five cents for printing materials and four cents for administrative costs.  With some of the money we support seven missionaries and two interns who are our feet on the ground and arms open wide helping in the midst of disasters, as well as providing health care and long-term initiatives in education and agricultural development.  
You can do something other than look in your wallet and feel powerless.  We have a way to reach into that news story and make a difference.  Think of your response as if you are the father in today’s scripture story of the Prodigal Son.  You can watch but you don’t have to stand still; you can run toward the one who needs you and give so our representative is there when it matters. Give because when we join our gifts with others we can make a difference in the world. Share in this ministry because it’s a way we can share the love of Christ with others.
Imagine yourself on the receiving end of that great hug and kiss of a father to a son.  Imagine yourself separated from your family by some disaster and there are only strangers all around you. Then picture this:  picture someone handing you something warm to drink, a blanket and
a way to get home again. Give generously so we can all be there to offer hope to those suffering and to bring home the lost. 
March 13, 2016
Fifth Sunday in Lent

Isaiah 43:16-21

A Litany for Amistad Sunday
The 1839 slave revolt aboard the Amistad brought Congregationalists from New England together to defend the rights of these slaves to their freedom.  That defense finally came before the U.S. Supreme Court.  When it was finished, the slaves were freed and the American Mission Society (a forerunner of the United Church Board for Homeland Ministries) was formed.  
One:

In the hold of the ship, the Amistad, the slaves were chained and rowed together
MANY:

But God made a way in the sea, a path in the mighty waters

One:

Chains were broken, slaves revolted


But God said, “Do not remember the old ways I am about to do a new thing”
MANY:

The slaves were recaptured, prisoners again, but not alone
A committee was formed to support and defend

Advocates, lawyers, ministers and more
People of faith who brought clothing and money and food
One:

Now it springs forth; do you see it?

MANY:

Before the court, the Supreme Court,  justice, this time, prevailed,
One:

“I will make a way through the wilderness,” said the God of the slaves
MANY:

And the slaves were acquitted.  All were set free.

One:

God gave water and rivers in the desert so the thirsty could drink
MANY:

The slaves went home but their friends persisted
One:

For abolition, for education, for liberty
The American Missionary Society was born
And continues today as part of the United Church of Christ–
MANY:

So says God, “These are the people whom I formed for myself 
 so they might declare my praise.”
One:

Let us worship our God, a God of freedom and justice.


Oh God of the Amistad,
MANY:

Give hope to our prayers and make true our hope

that liberty and equality and fairness bless this land.
--based on Isaiah 43
March 20, 2016
Palm/Passion Sunday

Luke 19:28-40
Palm Sunday

There’s a colt and cloaks on the road, people shouting and a lot of excitement in the Gospel today.  Jesus is coming . . . Yay!  It’s like a first-century block party.  It even has neighbors that don’t like the noise and tell Jesus to keep his followers quiet. But Jesus replies, “Even if everyone was quiet the stones would shout.”  
Coming down that road into Jerusalem it took a lot of noise to attract a few hundred.  Today, the United Church of Christ has its own faith noisemaker called Extravagance UCC (extravaganceucc.org).  This online faith community has attracted thousands to its own way of welcoming people into the Church of Jesus Christ in the 21st century.  They host weekly Bible studies, prayer groups and Facebook retreats, and describe themselves as  “a geographically dispersed, online faith community, connecting people on life’s journey and being a source of justice, peace, and hope in the world.” 
Last year on Palm Sunday, Extravagance UCC celebrated a virtual Palm Sunday dinner.  Originating in Atlanta at a dinner hosted by digital minister, Reverend Nicole Havelka, the event was live streamed to participants across the country, including the youth group of North Prospect Union UCC in Medford, Mass., and members of The Outdoor Church, a ministry for homeless men and women in Cambridge, Mass. During what they called “Dinner Church,” there were opportunities for table conversations, singing of hymns, and worship. 
“For too long we have been caught in the idea that church only happens within four walls of a physical building," said Havelka. "Using technology and inviting gatherings of people in their homes reaches beyond those physical confines and offers people a comfortable space in which to try out church after a time away or even for the first time." 
Using technology is one way the UCC is letting the stones shout the good news of Jesus the Christ.  On Extravagance UCC’s website (extravaganceucc.org) you will find links to  the online Bible study groups and information on how to join them around their virtual table the next time they host a dinner. You can even learn how to host your own “Dinner Church.”  Your young people go off to college.  Have you considered linking them one night a quarter for support and virtual pizza?  Or, what about a Facebook group for those active in mission work on behalf of your church to share ideas and resources?  This Palm Sunday, let the stones shout! 
March 27
Easter
John 20:1-18
He is Risen!

The gospel accounts of the resurrection differ in some of the particulars.  In some, Jesus appeared and then disappeared again as quickly as a thought, while in other accounts he lingered.  For some, Jesus could be described as a spiritual presence, while for others his presence was so real that they could only say that he appeared in bodily form.

The variations do not trouble me, because they are all point to the same truth:  He lives!  As surely as you or I live, yet in a different way all the same.

The gospel writers are trying to describe a reality that is finally indescribable, like trying to describe spring to those who have only known winter.  So the language is evocative, chosen to evoke in us the same reaction that was surely theirs.  It is as if the disciples and gospel writers are trying to describe music to people who are deaf—so they dance and hope we catch a small sense of what music is about.  It is as if they are trying to describe a sunset to those who are blind—so they say it is like a trumpet fanfare and hope we catch a glimmer of the majesty and power of a sunset.

Something happened that first Easter morning.  We know something happened because something unexpected, something powerful turned the followers of Jesus, this huddle of dispirited and frightened men and women, into a valiant band ready to dare anything and doing it.  Something happened that brought into motion this mighty force which has been celebrated in every tongue through the whole earth.

Something they could only describe as Jesus happened to them.  And they could no more hold it in than a new mother could hold in the news of the birth of her child, no more than a blind man could ignore the restoration of his sight.

So today we join the original disciples and all who have followed in declaring, "He is risen!  He is risen indeed!"
--Martin B. Copenhaver

President, Andover Newton Theological School, Newton Centre, Massachusetts

April 3, 2016
Second Sunday of Easter

Acts 5:27-32

Resurrection Witness
Faithful witnesses all of them, Peter and the Apostles, risking death and public humiliation because they must preach what they preach. New church starts are kind of like that, though usually without the death part, because they have no building or traditions born of “we’ve always done it this way.” They have only the way in which they proclaim their faith and their hope.  Just like Peter in the Book of Acts, pastors planting new churches have only themselves and the genuine message of their personal testimony to convince and invite. Such is the ministry of newly-ordained Reverend Donna Spencer Collins, the pastor of Phoenix Rising, a re-emerging Christian Community in Haverhill, Massachusetts.
This community grew from a remnant of congregants who once belonged to the First Congregational Church of Haverhill, UCC.  That church closed and sold its building, and many of the members joined other churches in the area. But a few saw a need in the community for a church like Phoenix Rising: a church of seekers willing to practice the kind of radical welcome that they experienced in the Jesus of the Gospels, who preached and ministered to the marginalized.  And so they “rose” from the few to be a sign for the many – a Phoenix Rising.
The first Sunday of every month you can find this band of 21st century disciples at 5 p.m. praying, and praising and worshipping at the Paint & Wine Lounge.  And it’s okay to arrive hungry because they begin with a light supper.  Pastor Donna keeps office hours at the Artist Café in Haverhill on Tuesdays and Thursdays from 9:30-12:30.  A little food and a little God talk go well with a cup of coffee.  The vision statement on the church’s website says, “Phoenix Rising seeks to be a progressive Christian community of the United Church of Christ. Inclusive and intentional in making God's love and justice real in the spirit of belonging.”
It has been 2000 years since Peter preached in Jerusalem, and we’re still at it.  The United Church of Christ has a vision for 1,600 new churches by 2050--new churches planted by pastors especially trained and equipped to “preach like Peter and Paul.” 
April 10, 2016
Third Sunday of Easter

Acts 9: 1-6 (7-20)
Called
If the Book of Acts were a miniseries, today’s episode might be summarized this way, “Paul who was once called Saul gets a big makeover and changes everything.”  Of course, the big makeover happens because he sees Jesus, the risen Lord, on the road to Damascus. 
Not everyone called to Christian ministry sees Jesus, or is struck blind or founds many Christian churches all over the known world. But everyone called is changed, and the direction of their life is altered.
The United Church of Christ has a process for people who feel called to ministry and want the authorization required to be ordained in our denomination.  We have a list of the marks for ministry, and we have steps for candidates to follow. However, in the focus we place on ordination, we may lose sight of the fact that all Christians are called to ministry.  Only some are called to be ordained pastors. 
Did you know that you were called?  Have you thought about how God might have spoken that call?  Was there any time/moment when you felt particularly close to God?  When you imagine Jesus–what is he doing? What part of your church’s ministry/mission do you feel drawn to?  Was there a moment when you felt your life changed direction? How did you find your church?  How did this bulletin come into your hands? How have you been loved in your life?  When have you felt blind, or like you just couldn’t see?  When did you feel like you really finally saw something, someone, or some truth?
These are all questions to ask yourself as a way to discern how and where God calls you.  The UCC statement of Faith says: “God calls all of us into the church to accept the cost and joy of discipleship.”  What about your call has cost you? What has brought you joy?  
God, of every living thing, who gave us Jesus so we might know what it means to be human, breath your Spirit upon us, let us be faithful and compassionate disciples of Christ.
April 17, 2016

Fourth Sunday of Easter
Acts 9: 36-43

A Heart for Mission
Today’s scripture tells about raising Tabitha (or Dorcas) from the dead.  She was a seamstress for the widows of Joppa and has become a symbol for lay women who have worked in the church for centuries.  Though not often depicted in stained glass, she does appear in a quartet of windows showing other women from the Bible in Boston’s Church of the Covenant, affiliated with the Presbyterian Church and the United Church of Christ.  
The windows were designed and executed by the Tiffany Glass and Decorating Company in the 1890s. In  2011, a thief used a fire extinguisher to break through the lower third of the Dorcas window smashing its Tiffany layered glass into many shards, some as small as a dime.  It took a year of painstaking research to find the right glass, to raise the money and restore the window, but restored it was and rededicated in December 2012
The Church of the Covenant, like Dorcas, has a heart for mission and justice. Beneath their sanctuary, in Bates Fellowship Hall, the church hosts a day shelter, six days a week, for homeless and low- income women called the Women’s Lunch Place.  This historic building also houses many community groups and a food pantry, and the church has recently joined the New Sanctuary Movement, linking with other religious groups to advocate for the rights of immigrants.  A More Light and Open and Affirming congregation (welcoming to LGBT persons) they have long been a place of extravagant welcome.  
Like many UCC churches, Boston’s Church of the Covenant uses its building for ministry in service of the Gospel in the twenty-first century.  Their mission statement includes these words: We believe that God calls us to actively live out our faith in our communities and the world following the example of Jesus. 
As Dorcas was active all her life living her faith in her community and as the Church of the Covenant models for us, let us use the gifts we have been given, our history and our sanctuaries in the service of the world so that our neighbors can say that the communities we live in are better places because we worship there.
April 24, 2016

Fifth Sunday of Easter

Revelation 21: 1-6
Imagine
The book of Revelation was born on the Island of Patmos, a place where the Roman world dumped all those people it considered vagrant and disturbers of the peace and used them as slaves in the Island’s quarry.  It could not have been a pleasant life there and yet out of its misery comes these words of hope and miraculous possibility.  Some scholars of religion have suggested that the words of this book were spoken out loud, recited as litanies in worship services intended to bring visions of hope alive so the island inhabitants might feel an embodied realized hope.
Embodied hope would be a hope that was real and present and touchable. Homelessness is a great destroyer of hope in our communities.  In Green Bay, Wisconsin, the Ecumenical Partnership for Housings working to create that kind of embodied hope for homeless families.  One of the 18 partner churches is Union Congregational United Church of Christ.   Each partner church is responsible for one apartment unit. Church members volunteer their time and skills to clean, maintain, and also to welcome new families who arrive to a sparkling home and a refrigerator full of groceries.  
In today’s scripture from Revelation, God is no longer remote but visible among the people, wiping their eyes, and lifting pain and sadness.  “See,” says God, “I am making all things new;” and later in the passage, “To the thirsty I will give water as a gift . . . .” Water in the desert, or on a remote rocky island, is embodied hope indeed.  How more embodied a hope is there than a freshly painted, clean and welcoming home to a single parent and children who have been sleeping in shelters and had no place of their own? 
In making such partnerships, churches can offer that visible, tangible message that God is love, born in our deeds encouraged by grand visions of what a world graced by God would look like. We are not separated from God.  God is with us, embodied and tangible in a warm bed and a well-stocked larder. 
May 1, 2016

Sixth Sunday of Easter
Acts 16: 9-15

Sharing Faith

Paul was used to making speeches, encouraging people, sharing faith and making converts.  He did that wherever he went, speaking to people whoever they were. How wonderful to have the gift of conversation that turns a person toward Christ.
Sharing our faith and our faith stories has not always been something we have done with ease and regularity in the United Church of Christ. But that is changing.
The Kansas Oklahoma Conference’s website offers a place where members of the Conference and its leadership share their faith journeys.  These are stories of how people were lost and then found the UCC’s extravagant welcome, accessible theology, opportunities for service and warm invitation to share in discipleship with others.  
On ucc.org you can search for “Hear Our Stories” and find videos of people sharing how they found the United Church of Christ and how their lives were changed.  How did you find your church?  Have you considered beginning each council, board or consistory meeting with one person sharing their story of how they found your congregation?  If we practiced sharing with those we know and who care about us, we might get so good at it we’d share our stories with those outside the church.  Now, that would be radical. 
Old First Reformed Church (UCC) in Philadelphia began their Fall 2015 round of Adult Forums with an opportunity for faith sharing.  The format worked like speed dating: people switched up in different pairs and answered questions like, “Share an example of how your faith has made a difference in your life;”  “Talk about a quirky church or religious experience that happened to you;”  “What makes you feel close to God?” 
What questions might you ask each other in your church?  Wouldn’t it be interesting to hear people’s answers?  
All across our denomination we’re learning how to share what is important to us, how we got here, and how we are church together.  Being genuine and vulnerable about our faith in the safety of our church home is a way of inviting the Holy Spirit into our personal relationships and into the life of our congregations. Who knows, if we learn to tell it like Paul, what might happen?
May 8, 2016

Seventh Sunday of Easter
Acts 16-16-34

WISE Welcome

Have you ever stood in the doorway to a room filled with people who knew each other, like the lunch room of a new school, or the break room of a new work place, or the party of a new friend? It can feel like being at the boundary between worlds—on one side you are alone and surrounded by a fog of insecurity and on the other side is wholeness and acceptance and, above all, laughter.  In the United Church of Christ we talk about outsiders and our radical welcome but there are people in our congregations whose presence is often met with fear and silence—people with mental health challenges.
A resolution was adopted at General Synod in 2015 that would encourage the creation of a network of churches that are welcoming, inclusive, supportive and engaged for mental health.  (WISE).  Such WISE congregations would work to break down the profound silence in our churches about mental health.  They would create covenants with each other to advocate for the many people who fall through the various safety nets in our communities.  

The First Congregational (UCC) Church of Boulder, Colorado, is a WISE congregation.  In their covenant they promise to advocate and create a welcoming environment for the mentally ill:
Sometimes individuals with mental health challenges such as brain disorders, mental illnesses, addictions and trauma feel cut off from God and do not feel included. It is our calling to communicate to all individuals that God loves all of us equally, even when we do not feel the love of the Holy Spirit in our lives. People with mental health challenges have gifts to be offered in our faith community, and we want everyone to feel fully welcomed, included, supported and engaged in the life, work and leadership of our church.

The work of radical and extravagant welcome continues to make its way across the UCC as we develop greater awareness of the “outsider” and who it is that stands at the doors of our churches afraid to come in.  

May 15, 2016
PENTECOST

Acts 2: 1-21

Strengthen the Church

Birthed by tongues of fire and a swirling wind and a multilingual cacophony of witness, the church of Jesus Christ has an origin story to live up to.  No committee resolution, charter or bylaws started it.  We were born to create a scene.  Two thousand years later we’re still creating a scene.  On October 17, 2015 in Niagara Falls, Ontario, Canada, leaders of the United Church of Christ and the United Church of Canada came together in worship and celebration of our historic agreement of full communion.
All Christian churches share the same birth story – Pentecost.  But it didn’t take long for us to split and split again into all the denominations that exist today.   The United Church of Christ, in our name and our motto, “That they may all be one,” has always held the vision of working toward cooperation and partnerships that would strengthen all of us.  So, with much fanfare and excitement we have entered into a new relationship with our Canadian brothers and sisters.
Full Communion means that our two denominations recognize each other’s sacraments and  our ordination of ministers. It is not a plan for merger but it does commit us to working together on our joint ministries for social justice and to look for ways we might mutually strengthen our faith witness. Such ecumenical partnerships truly take shape and bear witness when they result in local churches working together.  
Many congregations in the UCC receive the Strengthen the Church offering on Pentecost Sunday. This urgent offering invests in leadership development, new church starts and UCC Conference initiatives as we work with our ecumenical partners. In one such initiative, the Ohio Conference developed a three-year program of relationship building with the Evangelical Church of Westphalia (Germany).  From 2013-2015 they embarked on youth partnerships that included student exchanges, Bible study and the encouraging of sister church relationships.  The Westphalia Church is a member of the Evangelical Church in Germany, which has been in full communion with the UCC since 1980.  

Pentecost reminds us that once we were one, born of the Holy Spirit, baptized by fire and wind and multilingual.  Perhaps we can recover some of that oneness as we keep lifting up what it is that we all believe and explore together how we might be the Body of Christ. 
May 22, 2016

First Sunday after Pentecost

TRINITY SUNDAY

Proverbs 8:1-4, 22-31

Trinity Sunday

A time-honored symbol of the Holy Trinity has been the triangle, with each side, or point, representing God, Jesus or the Holy Spirit.  The Trinity has often been one of the theological issues that denominations have sought agreement on before joining in different kinds of ecumenical relationships.  Theological ideas about the nature of God and how we understand the Sacraments played a major part in the discussions among the four denominations that came together to become the United Church of Christ.  The idea then was that we would become one and others would join us in our unity.  

Today, we have many different kinds of ecumenical and interfaith relationships with many organizations and religious institutions who share our values.  And, as John Dorhauer, UCC General Minister and President, says, “Our vision is expanding as we listen to a still speaking God.” That vision is one that points to an older ecumenical value of simply bringing churches aligned with Christ together into one body. Reverend Dorhauer has a passion for the mission of our denomination and has called us all to think about the kinds of partnerships we can nurture that will help us to realize the mission of our church—a mission begun long ago in those separate denominations—a mission of social justice and speaking out on behalf of the marginalized in our society.

The United Church of Christ has always spoken of “testimonies” of faith rather than “tests,” recognizing that the creeds put forth in the early years of the church were intended to walk a middle way between extreme positions that fought for supremacy. In the twenty first century,

the ideas that bring us together are more often about the vision we have of the Realm of God that includes everybody in the kind of radical welcome for which we have become known.

What we share emphatically about our faith in the United Church of Christ is that God is indeed still speaking.  Humans use theological language to describe indescribable realities and experiences that have goaded prophets to speak words of justice and critique inequality and call out oppression. Such testimonies of belief have shaped the mission of the United Church of Christ. What are you doing in your congregation to build partnerships in your community that will further your understanding of the Gospel and its mission in the world? 
May 29, 2016

Second Sunday after Pentecost

Luke 7:1-10

"Love Your Enemies"

    Most of those U.S. service men and women whom we honor this Memorial Day weekend died at the hands of an enemy.  It is difficult to remember them without also considering the cause of their death.  War did not kill them, but some armed enemy who had been driven to hate them.  How can we resist hating the enemy in return?  Because Jesus told us to.  "Love your enemies," he declared.  (Matthew 5:44)  "Do good to them that hate you."

    Impossible?  During the early months of the Spanish Civil War of the 1930s, Republican Loyalists murdered almost seven thousand Roman Catholic religious, and burned many churches and monasteries to the ground.  One of the martyrs was the parish priest of Torrijos, Don Liberio Gonzalez Nonvela.  According to the historian, Hugh Thomas, Father Liberio told the militiamen who took him prisoner, "I want to suffer for Christ."  

    "Oh, do you?" they answered, "then you shall die as Christ did."

    They stripped him and scourged him mercilessly.  Next, they fastened a beam of wood on his back, gave him vinegar to drink, and crowned him with thorns.  

    "Blaspheme and we will forgive you," said the leader of the militia.

    "It is I who forgive and bless you," the priest replied.

    The militiamen discussed how they should kill Father Liberio.  Some wished to nail him to a  cross, but in the end they simply shot him.  Father Liberio's final request was to be shot facing his tormentors, so that he might die blessing them.

    Few of us could follow Jesus' commandment to the lengths that Father Liberio did.  But perhaps in the quiet of church or home on this holiday weekend, we can ask God to help us forgive our enemies, employing a prayer of the Eastern Orthodox Church:


Thou who didst pray for them that crucified thee, O Lord, Lover of the souls


of men [and women], and who didst command thy servants to pray for their

            enemies, forgive those who hate and maltreat us, and turn our lives from harm

            and evil to love and good works: for this we humbly bring our prayer, that with one 

accord and one heart we may glorify thee who alone lovest humankind.  Amen. 

