September 7, 2014    

Twenty-Second Sunday in Ordinary Time

Exodus 12:1-14

Remember, Restore, Renew

Tomorrow is National Literacy Day.  If you can read that sentence, be thankful. 

If you can read that sentence, you are not one of the estimated 32 million adults in the U.S. who are illiterate. If you can read that sentence, Rob Shindler encourages you to become part of the solution by helping others learn to read. Shindler has partnered with the United Church of Christ for a church-wide initiative called Reading Changes Lives—a  movement that will raise awareness on how illiteracy directly intersects with social justice issues.

 To kick off the initiative, congregations, individuals, ministers and conferences are invited to participate in “One Read”—a denomination-wide reading of Shindler’s book, Hotdogs & Hamburgers: Unlocking Life’s Potential by Inspiring Literacy at Any Age.  The book was inspired by Shindler’s son Oliver, who was diagnosed with a learning disability in preschool. 

After initially sticking his head in the sand about his son’s disability, Shindler finally accepted the truth and began working with Literacy Chicago by becoming a literacy tutor. He hoped that if he could teach someone else to read, he could bring that help home to his son. 

That was six years ago.  Oliver is now a teenager thinking about college and Rob is continuing his work as a tutor, one person at a time. “What can I do with 32 million people? Well you can’t do something with 32 million people. But you can do something with one. One will lead to two, and two will lead to three,” he said. 

So where did the book title come from? A traveling salesman named Charles admitted to Shindler that as he went around the country doing his sales job, he would order hotdogs and hamburgers wherever he stopped to eat. It was the only thing he could read on the menu.  The way to solve this problem is to acknowledge it, Shindler says. And the best part about being a literacy advocate: “you don’t need anything. You need two people and your heart.”

September 14, 2014    

Twenty-third Sunday in Ordinary Time

Exodus 14:19-31

Road to Freedom

Remember making resources maps in grade school? The idea was to draw a map of a particular country and then draw symbols to represent the natural resources of that country. 

If we were assigned a resource map for Guatemala now, we would have to draw the skull and crossbones symbol to represent the piracy of that country’s natural resource – gold.  Over the years, powerful corporations and foreign interests mined the precious metal of Guatemala without regard for the environmental concerns of its people or the lack of equality in the exchange. The documentary “Gold Fever” illustrates the injustice of international gold mining and tells the story of three women – Diodora, Crisanta and Gregoria – who have resisted the overtures and promises of the outsiders who threaten their way of life. 

The Rev. Felix Ortiz-Cotto, Global Ministries Executive for Latin America and the Caribbean, said, “As people living in the United States, and as Christians, we should work to understand the connection between the mining of natural resources in Guatemala and in other parts of the world, including the United States, and the greed of corporations and individuals.” 

The Ecumenical Christian Council of Guatemala, a companion in mission with the UCC and Disciples of Christ, expressed a number of concerns including the arrogance and lack of respect for local decision-making on the part of mining companies, the weakness of the Guatemalan state in facing powerful foreign companies, and the lack of consultation with local community leaders. Often it is the women of the communities, as portrayed in “Gold Fever,” who lead the resistance. To stop the injustices, the Council has suggested a number of changes: that the citizens be recognized as historic owners of the lands and treated as “first place” partners in decision-making; that legal steps be honored in the process; and that the need for technical assistance be recognized so that communities can develop their resources for their own benefit. For more information, visit the UCC’s Witness for Justice webpage.

September 21, 2014

Tensions in the Wilderness

Twenty-fifth Sunday in Ordinary Time

Exodus 16:2-15

How does the past inform us as we tell the story of present-day Palestine? Loren McGrail, a missionary who serves with the YWCA of Palestine – a partner of Global Ministries – encourages all of us to remember the legacy of Palestine and to listen to the stories of those living in the holy land. 
“One of my primary tasks with the YWCA is to help them with their advocacy work, to connect their program work to their advocacy for peace with justice,”  McGrail said. “Towards this end I am coordinating a project called ‘The Fabric of Our Lives.’ It is a project that highlights the work we have done and are continuing to do with refugees who were forced to leave their homes and lands back when the state of Israel was formed.
“Over 750,000 people were forcibly removed and over 450 villages depopulated in a two year period. Before the United Nations could set up its refugees camps, the YWCA was on the ground offering shelter, food, and services.”  The Fabric of Our Lives “will lift up the stories of women from our camps who remember what happened that day or days when they were forced from their homes. We will lift up their story and create a doll in their name that tells a piece of their story,” McGrail explained.  
One woman she interviewed, Marian from Beit Nabala, wore a beautiful grey and red embroidered dress to the interview. She hadn’t worn that dress in more than twenty-five years. “So why has it been twenty-five years? Because there has been nothing to celebrate. Life has been full of one tragedy after another—a  martyred son, a nephew shot at by the settlers near the camp. Red is for joyous occasions and weddings. You don’t just put this dress on and cover up those tragedies.” McGrail relates.

 “The red thread of joy is her resistance and I realize this is my ministry—to hold onto it with her, with all these women, to tell their stories so others will know not just about the tragic events but about the fierce resistance of red thread.”

September 28, 2014
Twenty-sixth Sunday in Ordinary Time

Exodus 17:1-7

God’s Sustaining Presence

“Each one, teach one” has become a kind of unofficial mantra for tutoring organizations, alternative schools and those working to end illiteracy. The saying bespeaks a legacy of learning that benefits generations of students.

Xuyen Dangers, Global Ministries missionary serving in Laos, is an overachiever of the “each one, teach one” philosophy. Through her efforts over 19 years of service in Laos, more than 400 students graduated from the Social Work and Development Program at the National University of Laos. 

Xuyen laid the groundwork for the program—the only one of its kind in the country—through her tireless efforts  at community centers like Buathong, Donkoi and Phonsinuan, as well as the Center of Medical Rehabilitation. In 2005, when her reputation for hard work and commitment were known, Xuyen approached those at the National University who could help make her dream of a school of social work come true.  With the permission of the Minister of Education and Minister of Foreign Affairs,  she became the National University social work advisor in 2005. The first students of social work were admitted into the program in 2006. 

In less than 10 years, more than 400 dedicated men and women became social workers through a program that was but a dream a short time before. These dedicated professionals will devote their time and talent in communities throughout Laos.  Xuyen retired in May 2014 from full-time ministry, but the people of Laos will continue to reap the benefits of her legacy for years to come.















October 5, 2014

Twenty-seventh Sunday in Ordinary Time

Exodus 20:1-4, 7-9, 12-20

Neighbors in Need Offering

“People brought babies to Jesus, hoping he might touch them. When the disciples saw it, they shooed them off. Jesus called them back. ‘Let these children alone. Don’t get between them and me. These children are the kingdom’s pride and joy. Mark this: Unless you accept God’s kingdom in the simplicity of a child, you’ll never get in.’” Luke 18:15-17, The Message.

Children are the future of any nation. Even more importantly, they deserve the investment of time, talent, and treasure of an entire village. The Neighbors in Need special mission offering in the United Church of Christ is a way in which members of our village can invest in children. 

A direct service investment could involve reading to children as well as teaching them to read. Statistics bear out that having a strong aptitude for reading and reading comprehension that is founded upon a solid education can lead to a better livelihood. 

This fall, the United Church of Christ launched an initiative to address literacy called Reading Changes Lives. The leaders of the UCC know that literacy is essential to equality and justice. This initiative will encourage churches across the denomination to participate first-hand in community service projects aimed at improving literacy rates among both children and adults. Further, it hopes to raise even more awareness about how illiteracy can directly impact a range of social justice issues. 

The ongoing initiative began with the UCC’s inaugural "One Read," an all-church read of the inspirational book, Hot Dogs and Hamburgers: Unlocking Life’s Potential by Inspiring Literacy at Any Age, by Rob Shindler. Our hope is that you are participating in this vital initiative. 

Neighbors in Need (NIN) is a special mission offering that supports ministries of justice and compassion throughout the US. One-third of NIN dollars support the Council for American Indian Ministries (CAIM). Two-thirds of the offering is used by the UCC's Justice and Witness Ministries (JWM) to support a variety of justice initiatives, advocacy efforts, and direct service projects. Please help do away with the yoke of illiteracy and give generously to NIN.

October 12, 2014

Twenty-eighth Sunday in Ordinary Time

Philemon 4:1-9

Praiseworthy Living

Are you R.E.A.D.Y. !? Global Ministries is exploring that question and much more with their new youth curriculum—R.E.A.D.Y.! (Revolutionary Engaged and Driven Youth) – Preparing for the Journey. 

The curriculum is a wellspring of information and resources to help churches journey with their youth. In the four sessions, youth are asked to unpack their prejudices, both conscious and unconscious. They will also be equipped with tools to help them constantly evaluate their world and God’s mission.

 Session one challenges assumptions, stereotypes and prejudices through exploring the idea of hospitality and openness. Session two helps to redefine the meaning of partnership, mission and relationship in the church—asking the hard questions about who the church shuts out and what it means to be present to and for others. The third session involves the concept of diversity, community and how we encourage “the other” in our relationships. 

The final session is about embracing the challenge of an ever-changing journey in our efforts to serve God in the world. Each session uses scripture and current social media as resources to illustrate fundamental messages. The curriculum and its resources are deliberately left flexible to accommodate any church’s youth group’s specific needs.  

So are you R.E.A.D.Y.?  Visit globalministries.org for more information.
October 19, 2014

Twenty-ninth Sunday in Ordinary Time

Thessalonians 1:1-10   

Living Messages

It has been a year since Worcester Fellowship officially became part of the United Church of Christ. But their ministry on the streets of Worcester, Massachusetts was in sync with the UCC’s mission of extravagant welcome long before that.

For six years, the church encouraged people on the margins of society to tell their stories and,  in return,  to experience love and acceptance for who and where they are in life. 

"Where a lot of people feel like, 'God will take care of me once I'm sober,' we're saying 'God loves you the way you are,'" said Worcester Fellowship’s pastor, the Rev. Elizabeth Magill. 

Worcester Fellowship meets on Sunday afternoons at a local park, Worcester Common, where worship service is preceded by lunch. Their parishioners include people who have been jailed, a group of Spanish-speaking persons and members of the deaf community. Thanks to a $20,000 New and Renewing Churches Endowment grant from the UCC, Worcester Fellowship will step up their outreach. The funds might be used to hire a sign language interpreter, a Spanish-speaking person or someone who specializes in prison ministry. 

"The biggest thing the grant is going to do is to expand our reach for who we can do pastoral care with," Rev. Magill said. “In working with the chronic homeless, one of the biggest challenges is people not taking advantage of services available—people don't think they deserve a better life because they feel guilty about their addiction or situation." 

Worcester Fellowship is one of eight first-time recipients of New, Renewing and Multiplying church grants from the UCC. A total of $600,000 is given annually. "This group of new, renewing and multiplying churches includes emergent missional congregations and ministries that exist on the engaging edges of today's culture and communities," said the Rev. Dave Schoen, the UCC’s team leader for congregational assessment, support and advancement. "They are ministries that we did not see or even imagine five years ago."

The next application deadline for grants is February 2, 2015.

October 26, 2014

Thirtieth Sunday in Ordinary Time

Matthew 22:34-46

The Compassionate Life 

What do Andover Newton Theological School and the Peace Corps have in common?

Three seminarians. Andover Newton recognized the character similarities between Peace Corps volunteers and persons studying to be ministers. The next step was to partner with the Peace Corps and offer the possibility of a Paul D. Coverdell Fellowship for graduate study to applicants. The Rev. John Woodward, a 1975 Peace Corps volunteer who earned his M.Div at Andover Newton in 1999, was the first applicant accepted into the Coverdell Fellowship. 

"If you have a mind for volunteering for the Peace Corps, then you probably have a mind for ministry," said Woodward, who is now pursuing his D.Min. at Andover Newton.

"We've discovered an exciting resource in the graduates of the Peace Corps program who, through their service, have uncovered their calling to ministry," said the Rev. Nick Carter, former president of Andover Newton. "There is no better place for former Peace Corps volunteers to pursue that calling than through the in-depth preparation that seminary can provide—especially Andover Newton."

The Coverdell Fellows program offers a financial discount to returned Peace Corps volunteers, field-based internships in underserved communities and churches, and an opportunity to earn a master's of divinity, one of three masters of arts degrees, a doctor of ministry, or one of five short certificates from Andover Newton.

Alison McCarty, director of recruiting and admission for Andover Newton, feels the partnership with the Peace Corps was a clear fit. "Anyone willing to give two years of their life in service to others, that's a strong foundation for ministry," she said. "We think the Peace Corps does a good job recruiting strong people. We have three strong students and we think it's the tip of the iceberg."

Andover Newton founded its Coverdell Fellowship program in 2012. The agreement is renewable every five years. Of the 86 universities with a Coverdell Fellowship program, Andover Newton is the only seminary.

November 2, 2014

Thirty-first Sunday in Ordinary Time

Matthew 23: 1-12

Partners in Service

This Tuesday, exercising the right to vote may be more difficult for some U.S. citizens—a hardship made possible by a Supreme Court decision in June 2013 that removed the teeth from sections of the long-established Voting Rights Act of 1965 (VRA). Millions of voters again face discrimination without meaningful redress for tactics including voter intimidation, biased purging of voter registration, and relocation of polling places without timely notice.  

For decades, the UCC General Synod has been in the forefront of the struggle against discrimination, with a deep understanding that the basis for justice is fundamentally linked to a fair democratic process.  Voting rights for all is at the core of that process; it is the foundation of democracy.

 In January of 2014, a group of bipartisan lawmakers introduced legislation that offers a common sense approach to restore the protections stripped from the VRA.  The Voting Rights Amendment plugs the gaps created by the Supreme Court VRA decision while also modernizing the law that will protect voter rights. 

Whether or not you personally experience discrimination at the polls this Tuesday, the potential for voting rights abuse is a real concern for millions of Americans. In the words of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., “Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.” Call or write your Senators and Representatives and urge them to support the Voting Rights Amendment Act.  Sample letters which can be personalized are available on the United Church of Christ website at ucc.org/justice. 
November 9, 2014

Thirty-second Sunday in Ordinary Time

Matthew 25:1-13

Tending God’s Light 

Some years ago, when church folks talked about stewardship the conversation typically involved efficient use of the church’s financial resources.  Stewardship has come a long way.

Look at what Trinity United Church of Christ in Chicago is accomplishing through its Raise the Roof campaign—a project launched in the fall of 2013 with a goal of replacing the church’s aging roof with a “green” one. Green roofs are roof surfaces covered with vegetation. They can be used for growing rooftop gardens, can decrease the amount of energy used by the building, and can have a longer life than traditional roofs. 

Raise the Roof is a win-win situation with the environmentally friendly roof providing insulation, increasing the church’s green space and absorbing and cleaning rainwater.  Trinity has already raised $4.1 million of a $5 million fundraising goal from over 1,000 Trinity members and households. 

The Rev. Otis Moss III, pastor of Trinity UCC, is leading his congregation toward a sustainable, ecofriendly future. “Taking advantage of the latest in green technologies as we reinvigorate our aging infrastructure is a wonderful way to match what we preach with what we practice,” said the Rev. Mark A. Smith, Trinity’s minister of stewardship. 

Rosalyn Priester, member of both Trinity UCC’s Green Committee and the UCC’s Environmental Ministries Steering Committee, said that the UCC’s denominational Mission 4/1 Earth campaign last spring really caught on at this urban church. The obvious excitement about going green is evident in Trinity’s 2014 theme: “Love God, Live Green, Liberate All.”  Green is good!

November 16, 2014

Thirty-third Sunday in Ordinary Time

Matthew 25:14-30


Extravagant Opportunity

The United Church of Christ’s ministry of extravagant welcome also offers an extravagant opportunity to widen the circle of acceptance, inclusion and accessibility.  Last year, the UCC Disabilities and Mental Health Ministries sponsored four “Widening the Welcome: Inclusion for All” conferences. The success of those gatherings helped reach more people with disabilities and mental health challenges than ever before—so much so that a decision was made to make each ministry its own entity. 

Since January, Rev. Lynda Bigler, Chair of the Disabilities Ministries Board, and Rev. Alan Johnson, Chair of the Mental Health Network, have been living into their new structure. Rev. Bigler says that because of the change, “we can focus our energies on even more ways to encourage local churches to become A2A, Accessible to All.”  Rev. Johnson said the new structure, “will allow us to work more closely with individual congregations in addressing and meeting their needs regarding mental health.” 

In 2014, the Mental Health Network’s programming focused on five areas: mental illness, families with children with mental illness, substance abuse, trauma, and dementia. Starting in 2015, the third Sunday in May, Rev. Johnson noted, will be designated Mental Health Sunday in the UCC’s Desk Calendar. 

The Mental Health Network is also developing resources to help congregations assess how responsive and inclusive they are for people with mental health issues. "Our work is rooted at the local level," Johnson said. "If it’s not happening in the local church, it’s not happening."

November 23, 2014  

Twenty-fourth Sunday in Ordinary Time

Matthew 25:31-46

Reigning Compassion 

December 1st  is World AIDS Day—an annual event held to unite people worldwide in the fight against HIV, support people living with HIV and commemorate those who have died.  The world lost an inspirational advocate for people living with AIDS earlier this year with the death of Oliver Wendell Martin III—a member of the UCC's Wider Church Ministries Board of Directors and Global Ministries Board of Directors until 2013, and an integral member of the UCC's HIV and AIDS Network Leadership (UCAN) team.  

The Rev. Mike Schuenemeyer, Director of UCAN, described Martin as a dear friend and an amazing leader.

 "His relentless passion for justice and vision for a church and world fully engaged in HIV response lit up many a room,” Schuenemeyer said. “He knew how to bring diverse people together and his warm spirit set people at ease to deal with difficult questions. For the past nine years, he served UCAN and the national setting of the church in a variety of capacities, often going above and beyond the call. We will do well to draw inspiration from the witness of his life, so faithfully and generously lived."  

Martin, who was 55 years old, died on April 19. His obituary painted a picture of an organizer who could bring people together from all walks of life: "His ability to create, coordinate, and collaborate with hundreds of people is nothing short of amazing. Oliver was thought of as a virtuoso convener of people, a disseminator of life-affirming, life-saving, and life-improving information and resources.”   On December 1st , make it a point to learn some facts about HIV and then put your knowledge into action. Do it in memory of Oliver.

November 30, 2014

First Sunday of Advent
Psalm 80:1-7, 17-19

Stir Up Sunday

As a child I heard something in church about “Stir Up Sunday.” Of course being a kid I thought, “stirrups,” the things cowboys put their feet into when climbing on their horse. I had no idea why there would be a “Stirrup Sunday” but was excited about the possibility of cowboy stuff in church.

Later I learned that the phrase “Stir Up Sunday” comes from the 1549 Book of Common Prayer. There the prayer for the last Sunday before Advent goes like this: “Stir up, we beseech thee, O Lord, the wills of thy faithful people; that they plenteously bringing forth good works, may of thee be plenteously rewarded, through Jesus Christ our Lord.” 

So last Sunday was “Stir Up Sunday.” 

But so is this one. Only it’s different. Last Sunday we asked God to stir us up. 

Today, the first Sunday of Advent, the reading from Psalm 80 goes, “Give ear, O Shepherd of Israel . . . Stir up your might, and come to save us!”

A week ago we asked (at least some of us did) God to stir us up. This Sunday, should we join our voices with that of the Psalmist, we ask God to stir God’s self up and come and save us. So, we begin Advent saying something both simple and shocking: we need help. 

In all sorts of ways the prayer that God would stir us up such that we would get busy and do good works (and be rewarded for them) is safe and agreeable. It implies that all that is needed for the world to be put right is for us to get off our butts and get busy.

This week’s “stir up prayer” is raw and strange. In it, we plead with God to get busy. We call upon God to come, to do something because we are in desperate need of help, of saving.

So Advent, perhaps contrary to expectation, does not begin with us getting a fresh “to-do” list of good works to accomplish. Advent begins with a desperate cry for help, God’s help. “God, I am at the end of my rope. Please come. Please help. Please advent. Apart from you, O God, we are lost sheep and withered vines.”

To get on our knees and say, “I need help. We need help,” is hard. It takes guts and a terrible humility. So begins Advent. 









--Anthony B. Robinson

