Sunday, March 5, 2017
First Sunday in Lent
Abundant Grace
Matthew 4:1-11
 
Just as Jesus gets baptized and proclaimed the Son of God, just as you think he would be ready to get into his mission mode, he runs into a roadblock.  The devil himself meets Jesus in the desert, and the whole of salvation is put to the test. What kind of Messiah is Jesus going to be? Whose plan will be in play? Gods? Or the Devil’s?  Will he be a superhero? Will he be a strong man in a cape trying to use his powers for good and ending up worshipping the Devil, or will he just be Jesus? Will he stay plain old Jesus, fully human and fully divine; living with us; tasting our food; sharing this human reality and dying on a cross for us?  Well, we know the answer to that.  

This remarkable Jesus breathed himself into our world and we haven’t been the same.  His way of being a Messiah has imprinted its quality of servanthood upon the church—how we think of ourselves as in service to the world not only as a healer and aid-giver, but in the way we lead.  Our pastors are called to a collaborative and invitational leadership style.  
Our Marks for Ministry (ucc.org) say this about our ordained and called clergy: that they have the ability to understand the nature, use, and misuse of power and authority, and to exercise them appropriately and effectively in authorized ministry, and to engage in community leadership that is collaborative and transformative. 

Jesus could have done anything the Devil asked him to do. But simply fixing everything by being the “Christ” was and is not the way God wanted this salvation plan to work.  So Jesus became a servant and died on a cross.  We are given strength for the journey and hope when the way seems lost. And we are given a powerful advocate of joy because he was willing to not be our Messiah dictator/fixer in chief. 

 “Nearly all men can stand adversity, but if you want to test a man’s character, give him power.” Abraham Lincoln
 
Sunday, March 12, 2017
Second Sunday in Lent
Bold Blessing
John 3:1-17
 
Why does Nicodemus seek Jesus under the cover of night, in a city lit only by fire?  He is a leader in his religious community – a Pharisee.   Does he worry about his reputation?  Is he afraid he will be thought less of if people know he has questions for Jesus?  Asking a question can feel vulnerable, especially if you are the person people usually turn to for answers.

The streets of Jerusalem were narrow and the night would have been as hard to navigate as a small country road at midnight.  But sometimes the dark is exactly the place we want to be.  We are vulnerable in the night, and vulnerable when we let others know what we don’t know.   How brave a thing it was for Nicodemus to come through the night and fearlessly let this itinerant preacher, this Jesus, know what he didn’t know and didn’t understand. There is a bravery born in a willingness to be vulnerable.  A bravery rewarded by a blessing born in that boldness.
 
We are often afraid of appearing foolish by asking some “wrong” question.  But faith is nurtured in those genuine moments of doubt and questioning. That’s when we ask the real questions that keep us up at night.  The United Church of Christ has been offering its churches and clergy a curriculum on racism that centers on  “white privilege.” The material invites people into deep reflections about our lives and how we see the world. It leads us all toward the same kind of vulnerability that impelled Nicodemus into that night meeting.  Confronting racism asks us all to give something of our security and open ourselves to the experiences of others and the deep truths of our own lives. We are all Nicodemus in this desire for what is real and just.  Perhaps, like him, we will receive a blessing for our churches, our communities and our country if we pursue these conversations with the grace and fearless hope of Nicodemus. (Go to ucc.org to find out more.)

Sunday, March 19, 2017
Third Sunday in Lent
Thirsty Voices
John 4:5-42
 
Dry heat is hard on the respiratory system and sand blowing in the desert can catch in the back of your throat creating a husky, scratchy voice.  Singers who play Las Vegas call it the “desert voice.”  Such a voice would sound as thirsty as it felt.  After a long day, a tired and thirsty Jesus sits on the edge of the famed well of Jacob, but with no vessel and no way to get a drink. A woman walks by, a Samaritan woman, a woman with a vessel.  He asks her for a drink.  Imagine the long sun made shadows on that hot afternoon and hear the quiet, husky, parched voices banter over the meaning of living water.  She brings him a drink of potable water and he offers her a spring that will quench her longings and fill her heart with something true.
 
Where and when Jesus walked, wells were the center of a village. In some parts of the world they still are.  However, where drought conditions have decimated the water supply, it is a lucky town that has a viable well.  Instead, women and children walk every day for miles to fill one container.  In Mozambique, the United Church of Christ has been working on water projects with Global Ministries – digging wells and creating water projects.
 
In the United States we are facing droughts as well. Many of us take water for granted. Just like we take our spiritual lives for granted. We believe all is well and water will keep flowing even though we do little to make that happen.  The thing about a “desert voice” is that you can tell when someone is thirsty.  They don’t have to ask.  We know what thirst sounds like in the real desert.  What does thirst sound like in the spiritual desert?  Did the Samaritan woman know she was thirsty for what Jesus had to offer before he spoke to her? Before he told her everything about her life, did her true interior self long for something more? What does spiritual longing sound like?  What are the qualities of its desert voice?
 



Sunday, March 26, 2017
Fourth Sunday in Lent
Restored
John 9:1-41
 
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. 





Sunday, April 2, 2017
Fifth Sunday in Lent
Breath of Hope
John 11:1-45
 
When performing CPR,  you  delivers what all the training and manuals call “rescue breaths.”  These are the breaths done between chest compressions that help the injured person, or heart attack victim, to breath again on their own, and to regain consciousness.  Many UCC churches join with their local Red Cross and offer CPR training.  It’s empowering to know that you can gain the skills that someday might save a life.  Saving a life by breathing with and for them is a remarkable idea. One really has to muster a deeply born instinct for confidence in order to master the training.  You have to think to yourself, “This is possible and I can do it.”
 
Think about moments in your life when despair shook you, when the world at large seemed as if it had turned toward evil itself.   Or, imagine where you were when you heard of the death of someone beloved to you.  Can you picture Martha standing at the tomb of her brother, dead over four days, and hearing Jesus say. “Take away the stone”?  What a ridiculous idea that rotting flesh and a brain long deprived of oxygen could resurrect.  The closer we get to Easter the more outlandish the possibilities.  Of course this foreshadows Jesus’ rising from the dead, and, of course, faith in God’s goodness and the power of Jesus’ love is mightily tested.  
 
Those who work for a just, compassionate and green world have had their optimism tested in these past months.  It’s hard to believe that some things are possible anymore, but despair is a deep and sometimes insurmountable wall around change.  It can be stifling to any organizing activity.  Perhaps we need CPR for hope itself.  The environmentalist Alex Steffen said this in an article in The Sun in 2010: “Optimism is a political act. Those who benefit from the status quo are perfectly happy for us to think nothing is going to get any better. In fact, these days, cynicism is obedience.”  To believe in the future; to believe in resurrection might be the most radical belief of all!

Sunday, April 9, 2017
Sixth Sunday in Lent
Palm/Passion Sunday
Matthew 26:14-27:66
 
Between the events of Palm Sunday, and Good Friday there is a story to hear about big and small betrayals and the sad and sometimes stupid nature of evil.

Judas Iscariot, especially as portrayed in Matthew’s gospel, was a sad and stupid man.  Did Judas betray Jesus just for money? The thirty coins Judas got didn’t amount to that much, even in Jesus’ day. Perhaps Judas was just angry because he felt disrespected and saw where things seemed headed.  So he lashed out by signing up for being the man whose name would still be an insult 2000 years after his death.  We all know what it means to call someone a “Judas.”
 
Woven through the story of Judas, including the kiss, the remorse and the suicide is the story of Peter’s denial of Jesus and the sleeping disciples who can’t even stay awake to stand guard.  This is how evil takes hold of the world.  It doesn’t always gain the upper hand by might but sometimes because ordinary people get frightened and look the other way.  It happens when regular, everyday folks forget who they are and don’t believe in their own power for good—their own power in the gospel. 
 
But we are disciples of the living Christ who didn’t turn anyone away.  He is the one who died on a cross so we might know that God is with us in all the real and genuine and brave moments of our lives; and that justice is not an abstract ideal but as true as human beings standing up for the rights of another.
 
The United Church of Christ statement of faith says this:
God calls us into the church to accept the cost and joy of discipleship, to be servants in the service of the whole human family, to proclaim the gospel to all the world and resist the powers of evil, to share in Christ's baptism and eat at his table to join him in his passion and victory.
 
 
Sunday, April 16, 2017
Easter
John 20:1-18
 
After the horrors of Holy Week, after the disappointment and the feelings of hopelessness, it must have been an incredible adrenaline rush to hear the news that could hardly be believed.   The one tortured and suffocated, and mocked and bullied and spit upon by all the powerful people for miles around has walked away from it all.  Indeed, Mary sees him in the garden. She is the witness whose word spreads the joy of that meeting.
 
Without Mary, we might only know the empty tomb. Oh, there are other encounters. Others will see him, eat with him, touch his wounds. But Mary is the first to tell the disciples that he lives. She is the first ripple in the wave.
 
In November 2016, a delegation from the United Church of Christ went to Standing Rock to listen to and support the Native peoples who had gathered to peacefully protest the Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL). Reverend Brooks Berndt, UCC Minister for Environmental Justice, spoke about hearing the Native leaders tell the delegation how they hope people who visited the protest would go back out into the world and be like pebbles making ripples in the water. 
 
Mary was a pebble rippling her witness to a risen Jesus and sharing that story with the world. Easter happened before social media and still the story got told so that there are few on the whole planet who haven’t heard it. She was a witness to hope made tangible—a witness to life restored.  We can all be witnesses to all kinds of resurrections.  Let us all skip into the water of the world like pebbles rippling our resurrection stories. 
 
 
 
 

Sunday, April 23, 2017
Second Sunday of Easter
Holy Language
John 20:19-31
 
If you hear the words “holy language,” what comes to mind?  Christianity does not have a holy language.  Latin probably comes the closest for some Christians.  Jews and Muslims have Hebrew and Arabic.  For Muslims, the Arabic of the Qur’an is particularly holy because it is the language in which God spoke to Mohammed.  In the origin story of Islam, Mohammed, a poor illiterate nomad, suddenly and spontaneously produces a book length masterpiece written with such beauty it can make people cry.  That book was and is the Qur’an whose language became the touchstone and exemplar for written Arabic for all time.  No, Christianity has no language that reflects that intense loyalty and belief.   Our Bible was written part in Hebrew and part in Greek and Jesus spoke neither; he spoke Aramaic. 
 
Does the UCC have a holy language? In what tongue does God speak to us? What do we hear, how do we communicate with this still speaking God?  In John’s Gospel we read of this intense and very physical encounter with the Holy brought about by the genuine seeking of that great apostle of doubt—Thomas, who believes nothing from the authorities or anyone else but  says, “Show me.”   Perhaps our holy language begins there—with the words “Show me.”   Thomas was rewarded by his search with a real blessed personal revelation.  Extravagant faith, like extravagant welcome, is born in such genuine encounters. 
 
Do not be afraid to say, “Show me.”  It comes from a desire to believe with more than a closed eye poke at imagined terrors. It comes from a desire to know God in Christ
as a living eternal source of everything tangible and good and fearless about living.  That’s our Holy Language!




Sunday, April 30, 2017
Third Sunday of Easter
Breaking Bread
Luke 24:13-35
 
Food and churches are a universal combination.  Breaking bread together is something we all do, no matter who we are as a congregation and where we are on our journeys.  Eating something made for us, something that comes from a person’s background, is a way of sharing ourselves.  Recipes and foods represent history and tradition and experiences.  A pot luck is a kind of revelation: just as breaking bread with Jesus revealed the risen Lord to the disciples, so does bringing a covered dish to a church event reveal something about us to each other. 
 
Many of our UCC congregations represent the cultural and ethnic geographies in which they exist.  You can tell where you are by what they serve you after church.  If you are served lots of vegetarian dishes and fish tacos then you are probably in California.  Pork and oysters?  In 1871 the Christian Church in Carversville, Pennsylvania, held its first Oyster Pork Supper.   Today, the Carversville Christian Church UCC still hosts those dinners, and every October they fry over 1,800 oysters and cook at least 23 delectable pork roasts for a community feast and fundraiser. Elsewhere in Pennsylvania, traditional Welsh churches still fry Welsh cookies on electric griddles, and Pennsylvania Dutch churches still make shoe fly pie and apple dumplings.   Just south of Minneapolis, in Faribault, you can get yourself a great ham supper, complete with home made potato salad and baked beans. 
 
In all this eating and stirring and washing up, the ordinary work of the church is often accomplished. It is the work of being together in genuine love and recognition of the worth of all people, no matter who we are—especially when it includes dessert!
 
 
 
 

Sunday, May 7, 2017
Fourth Sunday of Easter
Powerful Witness
Psalm 23
 
If you search the internet looking for UCC churches that have done something with the 23rd Psalm, you will discover St. Paul’s United Church of Christ in Seattle, Washington, an Open and Affirming congregation.   A very small church by any measure with only 70 members, their choir sang Bobby McFerrin’s version of the Psalm and they recorded it in worship and posted in on Vimeo.  You would be doing yourself a favor to track down their website and find the video of the anthem; make yourself a cup of tea, get comfortable and be present in prayer with this little church and the singing of this beautiful anthem. They look like so many of our small churches and they are so mighty, so faithful, and so persistent in their presence.
 
On their website (www.stpucc.org) you will discover that they had a fire in the beginning of 2016. You can read the timeline of their rebuilding process and learn about their social action programs—like serving community meals and sponsoring a refugee family from Afghanistan.  Their Mission Statement says:  “At St. Paul’s we are not called to change people; we are called to offer space where growth can take place.”
 
The 23rd Psalm, an ancient pastoral poem to a God who shepherds us, was written by people who could never imagine Seattle, or an electric piano, or Vimeo, or anything at all about our world except perhaps the closeness of people and the care felt in small communities.  In “church talk,” we sometimes speak of congregations as flocks, and the pastor as the shepherd.  It’s as comforting as the words of the psalm to know and imagine all the little flocks across the country, singing, feeding the homeless and shepherding refugees.  They are the goodness and the mercy following us all the days of our lives.
 
 



Sunday, May 14, 2017
Fifth Sunday of Easter
Enduring Witness
John 14:1-14
 
“I am the way, the truth and the life.”  No gospel words mean more to us than these. 
The way is a path where we stand and it is also the direction and manner in which we walk.   If Jesus is the way then we might stop and observe what is under our feet and in what direction are we walking?  Who is on this path with us?  If the way is how we live, then what do we do to live? How does our work serve the world? Who are our friends and how do they reflect Jesus in the midst of what we do and where we go, and who is it we love?   If Jesus is the way, where is he on your journey, right now, reading these words? 
 
The truth has become as malleable as clay depending on who is molding its contours. Are all truths equal if Jesus is the truth? We disagree about many things—about  how to manage our natural resources, about the role of government, about taxes and healthcare . . .  but not all ideas are true and good.  What we believe about the worth and value of others is not open to debate. The truth is that all beings and all nature in the universe is declared “Good” every day by our still-speaking creator God.  Jesus is the truth of that. He, fully human and fully divine, represents what is true about all of us. We are beloved and accepted and never to be demeaned.
 
The Life is what gives breath and pumps air every second.  It is tangible and touchable.  Jesus is life because he breathes with his human lungs in each of us, as close as the sinews that hold our heart in place.
 
In Barmen, Germany in May, 1934, the German Protestant churches organized to mount a resistance to Hitler.  They produced a document now called the Barmen Declaration.  It begins by stating what it calls its first evangelical truth: I AM THE WAY, THE TRUTH AND THE LIFE. John 14:6


Sunday, May 21, 2017
Sixth Sunday of Easter
Witness of Love
John 14:15-21
 
In our continuing Easter story, Jesus is ready to ascend. He’s going to finally leave the disciples, but they’re afraid to be without him.  Having Jesus around helps with fear and anxiety and keeps one grounded. He illustrates moral choices with great stories, and models hospitality and compassion as if it’s the easiest thing in the world.   Also, he can produce lunch for 5,000 at a moment’s notice.  Who wouldn’t whine at the thought of him going away?  The answer to the question, “How will we keep in touch?” is the context for today‘s passage from John’s Gospel.
 
The answer is that the Spirit of God, God’s Holy Spirit, will stick with the disciples. Indeed will stick so close that the disciples will feel Christ indwelling.  What this means for them is that all the dependence on Jesus won’t be necessary. Love for Jesus will guide their behavior and his love for them will bring them all close to God.
 
That’s really the end and beginning of the story.  Jesus comes, he teaches and heals and reveals a world where the divine and the human meet for the good of creation. Then he leaves. But his parting gift is to give his disciples the courage and resolve and spiritual depth to take care of themselves and each other.  They really don’t need him anymore.  And, they aren’t adrift or orphaned because he is still with them as a part of them.
 
Our communities, our churches, our country and the globe all long for leaders to make things better.  In our congregational way we say the power is in the people.
If that’s true, and we have our own advocate and inspiration built in as a part of our being, then we have a built-in-guide for how to love this world and choose life.  We are not alone, not ever.  The new Vision Statement of the UCC declares itself a denomination born to inspire individuals to be advocates for our values of radical welcome.  Be the church, never adrift, never orphaned. 

Sunday, May 28, 2017
Seventh Sunday of Easter
Spirit of Witness
John 17:1-11

Memorial Day used to be called Decoration Day and began as a holiday to honor Union Soldiers after the Civil War. Today, with smart bombs and drone strikes and armor, the casualties we face are just not the same. The Civil War was fought by foot soldiers facing cannons and guns.  620,000 soldiers died from both sides.  That’s more than our soldier’s deaths from both World War I and World War II. Thousands bled out on fields without modern medical help.  One in 13 who went to battle came home missing a limb.  Since then, our wars have been overseas, and most of us don’t have a clue what war means to the soldier, or what the soldier sees.

We have always asked much of our service men and women. We have asked them to take on physical and mental and spiritual and moral challenges that many of them were not prepared for. Soldiers on the front line confront their own mortality every day.  This is what we ask of them to keep us safe and to protect the rights of others.

The UCC has 45 chaplains on active duty, in the National Guard and with the U.S. Army Reserves. There are also five seminarians preparing for military chaplaincy in the Army and Navy.  We had two UCC chaplains deployed to Afghanistan. While the UCC ordains those chaplains, they are able to pastor to a variety of faiths within their military unit. All chaplains also conduct themselves as commissioned officers.  

This Memorial Day let us remember all those who put their lives on the line for us.
	Oh God, who breathes life in all beings and is the God of all nations, 
	may the graves of our soldiers be a testament to all the good we will do 
	in their name. May we honor them by being a light on a hill.  Keep those currently in 	service safe. Let them stay clear about who they are in their deepest selves. Jesus,
[bookmark: _GoBack]	walk with them, let them know they are not alone. Amen.
