Last Sunday after Epiphany/Transfiguration

March 2, 2014

Matthew 17:1-9

 “For Such a Time as This”
Maya Angelou once said, “Each time a woman stands up for herself, without knowing it possibly, without claiming it, she stands up for all women.” Queen Vashti and Queen Esther, whose story is told in the Book of Esther, are two such women.

King Xerxes summoned Queen Vashti to an elaborate party to flaunt her beauty before his guests. He bragged about his wealth and saw her as a prized possession. Queen Vashti, perhaps all too familiar with his antics, declined the invite. She was not about to be objectified. The king’s advisors worried Vashti’s behavior would stir women to take a stand for themselves and “forget their place in society.”  Queen Vashti’s private and singular act posed a threat to social order and could’ve sparked activism in protest of exploitive practices against women. Queen Vashti was permanently banned from the king’s presence. Her crown was given to Esther, who would replace Vashti as queen. 

When Esther, a young girl of Jewish heritage, became queen, her uncle and mentor Mordecai informed her of a plot by an enemy of the Jews to murderously annihilate their people.  Esther was afraid to speak up at first, but Mordecai said, “Don’t think that just because you live in the king’s house you’re the one Jew who will get out of this alive. If you persist in staying silent at a time like this, help and deliverance will arrive for the Jews from someplace else…Maybe you were made queen for just such a time as this.” (Esther 4:12-14) With these words, Esther resolved she would go before the king to expose the plot. She risked everything, even her life. She instructed her people to join her in a time of repentance. After the community had come together to don ashes, fast and pray; Queen Esther appealed to the king. In the end, the plot to destroy the Jews was foiled and Esther and Mordecai were publicly revered for their faith, courage and wisdom. 

This week as we approach Ash Wednesday and celebrate women during the UCC’s Women’s Week, think of Queen Vashti and Queen Esther. Their strength symbolized what Ash Wednesday is all about—covenant and community—for we are not self-sufficient, but lean on the power of God and the shoulders of the community. Queen Vashti and Queen Esther’s lasting legacies inspire not only women, but all who believe in justice and freedom.
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First Sunday in Lent

March 9, 2014


Matthew 4:1-11
Abundant Grace

Reflecting on Jesus’ lonely struggle in the barren wilderness, Barbara Brown Taylor describes the words spoken to Jesus by the devil,  who “subtly suggested that Jesus deserved better than God was giving him.” Today, Jesus’ followers may hear a “devilish voice in our heads [that] says things like, ‘If you are a child of God, shouldn’t things be going a little smoother for you? If you are really a Christian, I mean--shouldn’t you be happier, healthier, richer, safer?’“  This kind of Lenten reflection does not skip over the part of our spiritual journey that demands sacrifice, taking a detour around Calvary to enjoy the comforting time in the garden, alone, with the risen and glorified Jesus. Instead, we need to spend some time in those empty places within us that belong to God alone.
                       AN UNIMAGINABLE EVENT THAT CHANGED HISTORY

    If the “Amistad event,” which we commemorate today, teaches us anything, it teaches us that God works in mysterious ways.  None of the Africans who seized control of that slave ship off the coast of Cuba in 1839 imagined they would end up in a New Haven jail, awaiting a determination of their fate.  And none of the Connecticut Congregationalists who befriended the African prisoners imagined anything like this disrupting their well-ordered lives.  That these two groups, so different in every conceivable way, should find each other and form a bond that changed history is indeed beyond human imagining. But isn’t that precisely the point of this story for Christian believers?

    Confronted by the unsought-for challenge of defending the Africans against all the powers of the President, Martin Van Buren, those determined descendants of the Puritans did not hesitate.  No one raised that familiar question: “Why me?”  It was clearly God’s will.  So they not only visited the Africans in their jail cells, teaching them to speak English and read the Bible, they mounted a challenge to the government’s plan to return them to slavery.  Deploying New England’s greatest legal talent, they persuaded the U.S. Supreme Court to set the Africans free.

   But that isn’t the end of the story.  Out of this unexpected encounter arose the American Missionary Association, which planted missions in West Africa, agitated for the abolition of slavery, and founded schools for the freed slaves after the Civil War.

    Thanks be to God!

Second Sunday in Lent

March 16, 2014

John 3:1-17

Bold Blessing

John 3:16 is the most-quoted verse in the New Testament, but for many, the words, “For God so loved the world...”, don’t describe God’s deep love for the world or speak about grace; instead, they impose a requirement, something we have to DO in order to be saved. Isn’t it ironic that a text in which Jesus tries to get a religiously righteous person not to take things literally is often interpreted so rigidly? And isn’t it interesting that words about what God did and is doing (loving and saving the world) turn into being about something WE do? 





    THE “LOST BOYS” REVISITED

    Remember the “Lost Boys of the Sudan”?  Twenty thousand innocent African boys caught in the deadly crossfire of a bloody, merciless civil war?  Driven from their villages and separated from their families, they finally found their way to a refugee camp in Kenya after a journey of over a thousand miles on foot.  There they waited until some could be resettled in the United States.

    During that time, in 2001, Bob Simon and his CBS television crew visited the Lost Boys for a “Sixty Minutes” segment.  These hardened journalists thought they had seen everything.  But their hearts melted when they encountered the boys, mostly Christians, and heard their stories.  “I’ve been called a lost boy,” one of them said, “but I’m not lost from God.”

    Before the war, the boys had only known life in remote villages, where they herded cattle for a livelihood.  One of them even declared that he would like to settle in Chicago because “I understand there are many bulls there.”

    Eventually, 3,800 of the Lost Boys were admitted to the United States in the largest resettlement program of its kind, and one of the most successful.  We in the United Church of Christ had something to do with that.  Among the agencies that helped these young refugees find homes in cities from Fargo to Phoenix was our partner, Church World Service.

    Bob Simon and his crew never lost touch, or “our affection, our love, for these boys.”  So, last March, he and “Sixty Minutes” revisited them, this time in America, and anyone who missed the program can access it online.

Third Sunday in Lent

March 23, 2014

John 4:5-42

THE CONGO INITIATIVE


Upon returning home from the Congo, it is hard to answer the question “How was the trip?” How do you boil down an experience into the expected “sound bite” when so many words define it? Amazing, exhausting, inspiring, faith-filled, culturally challenging, beautiful, heart-breaking, and heart-mending could each illustrate their own stories.

Mostly, this trip was a lesson in perspective, a study in contrast between the material means we often place our trust in and the spiritual wealth I witnessed in Congo.

At offering time, rather than waiting for the tray to be hurriedly passed down the pew, old and young sing and dance. They drop what money they have into various baskets to benefit the community. The experience is a testament to what stewardship should represent — joy, thanksgiving and giving back to God.

For God knows there is need. There is constant struggle to stay alive, to have enough food, safe water, medical care and schools. And the more I observed, it became clear the people put their trust and faith in God.

I saw repeated examples of the resilience of the Disciples of Christ Churches in Congo, providing somehow against all odds.

In Brazzaville, there was a young man on guitar playing “How Great Thou Art” while the minister prayed. I felt so unworthy because all I could think was, “God, things don’t look so great.” But despite the destruction around them, they spoke with incredible perspective and compassion. The minister gave this directive: “When you go back home don’t only be ambassadors for Brazzavile; be ambassadors for Africa, because there are places worse off than we are.” 






Cheryl Sybrant

 
Fayetteville Christian Church, Arkansas

Your gifts to One Great Hour of Sharing support the Congo Initiative, part of the ministries of the Disciples of Christ in Congo in partnership with the UCC’s Global Ministries.

Fourth Sunday in Lent

March 30, 2014
John 9:1-41

Restored

In the story of the healing of the man born blind, John uses “seeing” as a metaphor for believing, for coming to see past outward appearances to the truth deep in the heart of things. The man whose sight is given to him by Jesus stumbles (like all of us) toward belief and understanding, not suddenly or easily but in the course of a long story that leads to another personal encounter with Jesus. The former beggar’s openness and growing faith contrast sharply with the fearful, hesitant questions of his neighbors (how cynical they are not to rejoice!) and the downright judgmental reaction of the religious establishment. 





      STOCKING UP BEFOREHAND

    No home cook waits until dinnertime to shop for that meal.  Cooks stock up beforehand on the food they need to feed their families.

    Think of One Great Hour of Sharing in the same way.  If we waited until disaster struck before asking for help, precious lives might be lost while the resources were being gathered.  So, today, as churches all across North America receive this annual offering, we are stocking up beforehand on the resources not only to feed, but also to shelter and care for, people in need.

    Sometimes those people are just around the corner.  When Super Storm Sandy struck the east coast in 2012, the United Church of Christ responded immediately with aid to help local congregations and agencies cope with the disaster because, thanks to One Great Hour of Sharing, we had stocked up beforehand.

     But the help One Great Hour of Sharing provides is not limited to North America.  Nor does it go only to respond to disasters like hurricanes and earthquakes.  Last year our gifts to the OGHS offering helped people living in 45 countries, most of whom are neither homeless nor destitute.  They only seek to improve their lives, and we help them develop clean water resources, provide pre-natal care, improve nutrition, and overcome illiteracy.

    At both ends—receiving the offering and providing the aid—One Great Hour of Sharing is a partnership.  Along with seven other Protestant denominations, we support this offering.  And, with a host of domestic and overseas agencies, we provide needed aid and assistance.  

Fifth Sunday in Lent

April 6, 2014

John 11:1-45

Breath of Hope

We are so near to Jerusalem. To Jerusalem, and Calvary, and the cross. In fact, the text says we are “two miles away,” in this place of death and mourning, at the grave and with those who gather nearby, troubled in spirit. And we are, in church time, only two weeks away from the empty tomb. How fitting, then--and how challenging--to read, on this Fifth Sunday of Lent, this text of the raising of Lazarus, set firmly within, even entangled with, the controversy and plots that swirl around Jesus. There are those who see in the words and the works of Jesus--even in the healings--a blasphemy that deserves death. But Jesus claims to be doing the works of “the Father,” so even the worries and warnings of his disciples do not keep him from making his way not only to Lazarus’ tomb, but also to his own place of suffering, death, and, eventually, resurrection.




PREPARATION, PENITENCE, JUSTICE

   In his 2010 book, Thieves in the Temple:  The Christian Church and the Selling of the American Soul, UCC pastor and journalist G. Jeffrey MacDonald argues that many Protestant churches have traded their traditional moral authority for an easy affirmation of our culture’s values, no longer preaching to sinners seeking redemption but to consumers shopping for a low-calorie religion.

    A harsh critique, perhaps, but still deserving of our consideration, especially in this Lenten season.  After all, these forty days are intended for serious self-examination. This is no time for a religion that only soothes or entertains.  For us, as for Christians through the ages, this is a time to observe the three traditional Lenten practices, usually identified as the disciplines of prayer, fasting, and almsgiving.  To be sure, some Protestants have redefined those practices, emphasizing daily devotions, temporarily giving up something, and volunteering for service projects.  But the principles behind those revised practices are the same—preparation, penitence, and justice to one’s neighbors.  For committed Christians, Lent is no time for “lite” religion.

    As Jeffrey MacDonald writes, “The pastoral vocation is to help people grow spiritually, resist their lowest impulses and adopt higher, more compassionate ways.”  Growing spiritually, denying our appetites, and yes welcoming strangers into our midst: aren’t those precisely the practices Christians have always sought to observe during Lent?  

    During this season of Lent, let us try to recapture some of the spirit that animated the earliest Christian communities.  Let us heed the words of that great missionary of the early church, the Apostle Paul.  “Do not be conformed to this world,” he wrote, “but transformed by the holy spirit.”  (Romans 12:2)

Sixth Sunday in Lent (Palm/Passion Sunday)

April 13, 2014

Matthew 26:14-27:66






TWO PARADES

The children of our congregation have made a huge, 12-foot tall Jesus puppet, in collaboration with the Heart of the Beast Puppet Theater in Minneapolis.  This Jesus makes an appearance on the big Sundays in our church.
 
On Palm/Passion Sunday it is this Jesus whom we follow into the sanctuary singing “All Glory, Laud and Honor,” as we wave our palm branches.  His large face is iconic, in a serene and not severe way.  And his arms gently float in the air as if to sooth the troubled waters and to smooth our furrowed brows.  It never fails: when this Jesus is among us, the children’s mouths drop open in awe and the adults’ eyes well up with tears.
 
I’ve been thinking lately that we need another big puppet to come in from the other door.  With what kind of expression on its face?  Maybe no face at all; the hidden face of empire.  After all, there were two parades into Jerusalem that day, a peasant processional and an imperial processional.  “Jesus’ procession proclaimed the Kingdom of God.  Pilate’s proclaimed the power of empire—with the ominous message:  ‘We like things the way they are.  Don’t mess with it.’  The two processions embody the central conflict of the week that led to Jesus’ crucifixion”  (Borg and Crossan, The Last Week).
 
Holy Week is a story of confrontation that begins with a parade.
 
Though I worry about the potential simplification of evil, which too easily leads to demonizing the other and not acknowledging one’s own complicity, I also worry about domesticating the powerful story.  Our story.  Our children, to be followers of the Jesus way, will need to learn to unmask loveless powers and summon the courage to confront them.  
 
From what should we protect our children?  Can you summon into your mind’s eye the Norman Rockwell painting of the young African American girl, Ruby Bridges, with books in hand, going into the confrontation over the desegregation of the school?  Perhaps the big, beefy marshals surrounding her are protecting her, although a tomato has already made it through the crowd and splattered the wall.  But that little girl has courage, a Palm Sunday kind of courage.
 
Part of Christian faith formation is cultivating courage.
 
We will go there, even unto Jerusalem, for the sake of love.  We will protect our children, but we will not leave them at home.







Rev. Sarah Campbell
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Easter

April 20, 2014

John 20:1-18





      WHILE IT WAS STILL DARK

    “And very early in the morning the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary came to the tomb….”  (John 20:1)

    God’s glory dwells in the dark, beyond knowing and naming, mystery of love.  God’s Spirit brooded over the void with the midnight beauty of a raven; thus were all creatures created.  Under cover of night God hurried the Israelites out of Egypt, shadowing their flight with a dusky cloud.  Jesus was carried in the hideaway of the womb and born at midnight, when everything was still.  He sighed his last sigh in a darkness that covered the earth at noon.  It was dark in the airless tomb where they laid him.  And very early in the morning the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary came and, through her tears, found life.

    Easter is a brilliant day, a sun that never sets, a glory that outshines all other glories.  But it is also a day of darkness, a mercy always half-hidden to our hearts.  The light shines, yet the love that gave us Easter is no more comprehensible today than on any other day.  It has always been this way.  It took a while before the disciples stopped mistaking Jesus for a gardener, a ghost, a stranger.  It took time for the Christian heart to find its voice and confess, “My Lord and my 
God!”  It will take us more than one trip to the tomb, more than one search of the garden, more than one good cry in the dark before we too begin to see.

    Jesus used to say, “Unless a grain of wheat is buried in good black dirt, it remains a grain of wheat.  But if in that dark it sleeps and grows, it will yield and yield and yield.”  Easter is a seed that requires darkness to mature, and time.  Too much light all at once damages the eye.  You cannot hurry Easter.  So don’t fret if you can’t see it yet, can’t see it all, believe that you don’t believe.  Easter is in us, dark and rich, biding God’s time.  That’s enough to know, enough for now.  Enough for every heart to sing its alleluia.
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Second Sunday of Easter

April 27, 2014
John 20:19-31
Holy Language

Whenever we’re afraid and hiding out, all locked up, God comes to us in the midst of our fear and says, “Peace be with you.” Whatever doubts churn in our minds, whatever sins trouble our consciences, whatever pain and worry bind us up, whatever walls we have put up or doors we have locked securely, God comes to us and says, “Peace be with you.” Whatever hunger and need we feel deep in our souls, God calls us to the table, feeds us well, and sends us out into the world to be justice and peace, salt and light, hope for the world. We can do it, if we keep our eyes open, our minds limber, and our hearts soft and willing to love. As God sent Jesus, God sends us, this day. 





           
SABBATH  

“And on the seventh day, God rested.”  Genesis 2:2a

“Forget the guilt.  Tell yourself that you may keep Sabbath, not that you must.”  Rev. Donna Schaper

“Sit on your porch or front step or deck or out in the back yard and listen to what you usually miss.”  Rev. Kathryn Huey

“Even if you spent one whole day being good for nothing, you would still be precious in God’s sight.”  Rev. Barbara Brown Taylor

“It seems to me that one of the gracious messages of Sabbath, a message from God to each and every one of us is, ‘You are enough.  Period.  I love you.’  God says another thing in speaking the language of Sabbath.  Besides “You are enough,’ God adds, ‘You’ve done enough.  Really.  Take the rest of the day off, please.  I insist.’”  Rev. Anthony B. Robinson

“Seven whole days, not one in seven, I will praise thee.”  George Herbert

Third Sunday of Easter

May 4, 2014

Luke 24:13-35

Breaking Bread

The resurrection appearances are powerful stories of community, of believers, doubters, and strugglers gathering and breaking apart, and gathering again, coming together and telling the stories of their experiences, sharing their memories of Jesus—his acts and his words—and then, as we must today, as people of faith, shining the light of Scripture on that experience and coming to new understandings. But that’s not all. They sit at table and break bread, and often, more than intellectual understanding, they come to see with their hearts what was right before them. What are stories from your own life, when your eyes were opened because someone welcomed you, or because you opened your heart, your door, your life, to a stranger, someone you didn’t expect to be a blessing? 





IMMIGRANT RIGHTS SUNDAY

    “The United Church of Christ has long supported compassionate reform in our country’s approach to immigration.”  Those words, from a statement released by the UCC Collegium of Officers on January 29, 2013, reaffirmed the many resolutions on immigration reform adopted by our Conferences and General Synods during the past fifty years.  For almost all of that period, the same could not be said for most Evangelical Protestants.  But, just over a year ago, three hundred Evangelicals gathered in Washington, D.C. for a “day of prayer and action for immigration reform.”  
    If American Christians are now moving toward consensus on immigration issues, that is indeed cause for prayerful celebration.  But as together we have advanced beyond the strategy of simply securing our borders to providing a pathway to citizenship for those immigrants who qualify, and to the children they brought along and schooled here, our work is still not done.

    On this Immigrant Rights Sunday, all of us are called to reach out and welcome these new neighbors whom we have helped to emerge from the shadows.  That means lifting up and affirming immigrants, learning about their concerns, honoring their contributions to our communities, listening to the stories of their pain and suffering, praying for their well-being, and being attentive to what God is summoning us to do with and for them in the name of Jesus Christ.
 

Fourth Sunday of Easter

May 11, 2014
Psalm 23

Powerful Witness

Often associated with funerals, Psalm 23 sings of God’s tender care throughout life just as much as it provides comfort in death: we are loved and cared for by a tender, attentive shepherd who sets a feast before us, anticipating all our needs. Our job? Simply to trust the Giver. We read this text right in the middle of the Easter season, after a long season of Lent. In the light of the empty tomb, we’re still mindful of the valley of the shadow of death. For humans, the tomb is a place of death and hopelessness. But for Christians, the “empty” part promises resurrection and hope, and new life triumphing in the end.





AUTONOMY AND MISSION

    No one ever joined the United Church of Christ.  Membership is held exclusively in one of the over five thousand local churches affiliated with our denomination.  These congregations differ in history, geography, race and ethnicity, social and economic class, not to mention number of members and staff.  They have only one thing in common.  All are autonomous and self-governing.
    Not many of us keep the Constitution and Bylaws of the United Church of Christ by our bedside, unless perhaps we suffer from insomnia.  Still, for all its legalese, Section 15 of Article IV, “Local Churches,” reminds us what a bold experiment in democratic decentralization the UCC really is.  “The autonomy of the Local Church is inherent and modifiable only by its own action,” it declares.  That utter independence extends to congregational organization, worship and education, as well as to the admission of members, disposition of church property and funds, and even the calling and dismissing of clergy.

    What holds this aggregation of autonomous UCC local churches together is the same thing that keeps any single congregation from fragmenting: a covenant, or contract, freely and reverently entered into by the parties.  But there is more than a pledge or a promise that binds the parts one to another.  It is called Jesus’ “Great Commission” to witness, educate, and heal.  While that mission applies to each member, the entire congregation of believers is its agency.  Local churches may interpret God’s mission in different ways, but all of them understand that supporting it is their calling.
Fifth Sunday of Easter

May 18, 2014
John 14:1-14

Enduring Witness

Most of us think that if we knew we had only one day to live, we’d want to find those we love most and tell them important things, even though we may have said them many times before. We parents, of course, would also want to remind our children of more things we think they need to know. We do this out of love, but the love of God, the love of Jesus, far surpasses even the love of earthly parents. We hear this love, God’s love, between every line of Jesus’ farewell speech to his disciples, directed not only to them but also to us, all these centuries later. With death looming, betrayal waiting, and anxiety churning in the room, Jesus tells his disciples not to let their hearts be troubled. He is going to prepare a place for them, for us, and yet he will always be with us. It is a paradox of Christian faith, thanks to the gift of the Spirit promised by Jesus.   



SUPPORTING MINISTRIES OF CARING AND CONSOLATION

    Death and bereavement represent inescapable challenges for every local church’s ministry.  Indeed, this very bulletin may contain announcements of funeral and memorial services.  Acknowledging the pain and sorrow of the separation that accompanies death while remembering the promises of God to those who die is the hard task pastors undertake every time they counsel individuals and families who have lost a loved one.  And every time they conduct a service of thanksgiving or a service of committal.

    Fortunately, pastors and other local church leaders can draw upon resources beyond their own in responding to the death of someone in their congregation and the grief of family and friends.  The United Church of Christ Book of Worship includes appropriate orders of worship containing words of comfort and hope “that can drive away our despair and move us to offer God our praise.”
    United Church of Christ Resources also offers several other books that can help pastors and congregations improve their end-of-live ministries, including the booklet, Before You Die: Reflections and Resources, written by the Stillspeaking Writers’ Group; A Clergy Guide to End-of-Life Issues by Martha R. Jacobs; and Doris Stickney’s Water Bugs and Dragonflies: Explaining Death to Young Children, published in a coloring book format.

    Thanks to giving to Our Church’s Wider Mission, local church pastors and congregations can count on our national ministries, as well as our Conferences, to provide the support they need in their ministries of caring and consolation.

Sixth Sunday of Easter

May 25, 2014
John 14:15-21

Witness of Love

As Jesus summarizes his teachings one last time, he reassures his bewildered disciples that they will not be left on their own, to fend for themselves, to rely on their own resources and their own wits. Undoubtedly this was a good thing; they couldn’t have managed any better than we could on our own! They also couldn’t just slip easily back into their lives; clearly, things would never be the same. And yet it wasn’t clear to them exactly how things were going to be. It was beyond the power of their imaginations. Again, even with Easter, and Pentecost, our imaginations, too, often fall far short of the dream of God, and Jesus’ words about love and obedience may seem like just that: words in a lovely speech long ago. Like us today, the disciples wanted to be reassured that someone greater, stronger, smarter is not only present but in charge. And they wanted to be reassured that this someone loves them. So Jesus promises to send them the Spirit, through whose power they—and we—will live lives of faithful love, signs of our love for Jesus.




      HELPING PROTECT RURAL AMERICANS

    We can’t do much about droughts, floods, or tornadoes—whether they are “acts of God,” as some say, or just Mother Nature.  Life on the western farm belt is hard enough without human error making it worse.  But still it does.

    A year ago, a fertilizer plant in Texas exploded and burst into flames.  Fourteen people died as a result, and the small town of West was nearly obliterated.  Inevitably, questions and complaints arose in the aftermath.  Why had the plant stockpiled so much explosive ammonium nitrate?  Why was the plant built so close to a residential area?

    In both cases, the answers were the same: because no one stopped it.

    On this Rural Life Sunday, as usual, we lift up our ministries by and with families and farming communities in the United Church of Christ.  Normally we celebrate the proverbial rugged individualism of those who cultivate the fields and raise the livestock that feed our nation.  But sometimes those sturdy, self-sufficient folk need us as much as we need them.

    Only government can establish and enforce standards to prevent disasters like West, Texas.  .  Our UCC Justice and Witness Ministries maintain an office right across the street from the U.S. Capitol.  With our support, the UCC team in Washington speaks for us through education and advocacy on a host of issues, including reducing the risk of major accidents and hazardous chemical releases in rural America.

