SEPTEMBER 6, 2015

Twenty-third Sunday in Ordinary Time

Mark 7:24-37

FAITH FORMATION SUNDAY

"The place where God calls you to is the place where your deep gladness and the world's deep hunger meet."  






Frederick Buechner 

This first Sunday in September in Labor Day weekend is Faith Formation Sunday in the United Church of Christ.  A Sunday honoring that spiritual longing that Jesus encountered when he met the woman in today’s Gospel from Mark.  In spite of being a foreigner and a non-follower of Jesus, she believed in his power to heal and to transform. When we ask faithful and  genuine questions, we strengthen our faith, creating a solid core of thoughtful belief and ideals. Such exercise is also an opportunity to discover where we are in our own spiritual journey. 
We have a lot in common with this woman in Mark’s Gospel, hoping and trusting in each moment that our lives, touched by God, can be healed.  In Northfield, Minnesota, at the First United Church of Christ (firstucc.org) their philosophy of faith formation states that they are willing to explore the “big questions” of faith together.  Associate Minister Abigail Henderson says that one of those ”big questions” is: “How do we do the right thing in a broken world?”  Worship, she says, is where everyone comes together, and it is in that prayer-filled time that everyone feels confident that all questions are welcome.
For resources to strengthen your church’s faith formation program, check out ucc.org and search for “faith formation.” There, you’ll find worship materials, dialogues and presentations ready for download.  
SEPTEMBER 13, 2015

Twenty-fourth Sunday in Ordinary Time

Mark 8:27-38

Cost and Joy
The United Church of Christ’s Statement of Faith says that God calls us into the church to accept the cost and joy of discipleship. In this Sunday’s Gospel passage Jesus reveals to his disciples where his ministry is headed: to a crucifixion.  If the disciples want to live and live life with joy, then there is no place to go but follow him to that cross.  For Christians, discipleship has always meant this call, this path on the road with Jesus.  

For Jews, this week marks the beginning of the Holy Days of awe and the Jewish New Year, Rosh Hashanah.  A feast that begins in celebration and, ten days later at Yom Kippur, ends with a deep recommitment to living a faithful life.  From sharing apples dipped in honey to days of fasting and prayer, this time is reflective of that dual patterned walk of the religious way – a way of great joy and great cost. 

In Omaha, Nebraska, Countryside Community Church, UCC, is embarking as a congregation on a walk into faithful discipleship that requires great courage and authentic commitment to the Gospel. They will relocate their congregation and rebuild on a piece of property that will also hold two other houses of worship—a synagogue and a mosque.  The whole project is called the Tri-Faith Initiative of Omaha. In this world of distrust, open hatred and violence, isn’t it amazing that among our UCC congregations there is one so willing to be a sign of discipleship for the rest of us?  To learn more about this initiative and how the church discerned its call, go to their website, countrysideucc.org.
SEPTEMBER 20, 2015

Twenty-fifth Sunday in Ordinary Time

Mark 9:30-37

Welcome the Children
Being welcoming to children, according to Mark’s Gospel, is more than just something nice to do.  It means opening yourself up not only to Jesus but, as Jesus said, to the “one who sent me.”  If we want to know God then we should invite little children into our adult worlds like the world of congregational worship.  
In many churches, children are invited to hear a special message made just for them.  Such children’s messages are intended to be a moment of inclusion and welcome. However, some churches are asking whether that alone is welcome enough into the life of the church.  Are children simply expressions of the lovable, or little adults waiting for their moment of maturity to contribute, or do they already have the gifts needed for leading and participating in our services of worship?  Do they hold the key to a particular welcome into the Realm of God?
Answering these questions has been part of the work of the Faith Formation Team of the United Church of Christ.  They have worked with local churches, organized workshops, and created resources.  At United Church in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, a ten-year-long experiment in children’s worship has blossomed into a program that is truly welcoming of children’s leadership and presence in their congregational life. There, children learn the skills to lead worship and when ready they do so by reading scripture, sharing prayers and are present actively as full participants. To find out more about Chapel Hill and to download activity sheets and resources for including children in worship go to ucc.org and search for “children.”
SEPTEMBER 27, 2015   
Twenty-sixth Sunday in Ordinary Time

Est 7:1-6, 9-10

AMERICAN INDIAN MINISTRY SUNDAY

Like Esther in today’s scripture, the courage of people who speak truth to power is always inspiring.  The government of United States is a powerful entity, and the General Synod of the United Church of Christ has voted to speak truth to that power.
It was in the 15th century that a Papal Bull (an order from the Pope) set out the principle, called the Doctrine of Discovery, that Christian explorers could take lands from “pagan” inhabitants.  In the early 19th century the United States passed legislation (upheld by the Supreme Court) that said that the one who “discovered” the land owned it.  The legislation also asserted that since the U.S. government had “inherited” the land from the original European explorers, the land did not belong to its native people.  This piece of legislation is still valid today and has been cited in recent (2005) Supreme Court cases.
In 2012 the World Council of Churches repudiated the Doctrine of Discovery and asked its member churches to do the same.  The Episcopal Church and Unitarian Universalists have done that and the 29th Synod of the UCC overwhelmingly voted to repudiate the Doctrine as well. At that vote, Adrian Maxey of the Dakota Association, speaking in his native language, reminded delegates that even the name "Doctrine of Discovery" meant nothing.  "I stand here to say the native people were never lost and they are not lost now. They were exactly where the Creator put them; therefore, they cannot be discovered," said Maxey.  "They already know the Creator and the Creator knows them. This is true for all people."

OCTOBER 4, 2015

Twenty-seventh Sunday in Ordinary Time

Mark 10:2-16

NEIGHBORS IN NEED
People in churches across the country are always coming up with ideas about how to make our world a better place. These ideas are born in prayer and conversations with their communities, and soon a local need is identified. It might be a need for shelter for the homeless, a food program for the hungry, an after-school program, child care for single parents, tutoring for middle-schoolers. In response to those needs an idea becomes a plan . . . but money is required to make it come alive.  That’s where the Neighbors in Need offering of the United Church of Christ comes into play.  Each year grants are given as seed money for justice ministries conceived of in local churches.  And some grants are given as ongoing support for ministries that began as seeds long ago.
In 2014, grants supported programs such as an inclusive home-schooling cooperative in Sumter County, Georgia; a night ministry to the homeless in San Francisco; and a farm growing produce for the hungry in the Pennsylvania Southeast Conference. 

Ask yourself: what is your congregation doing to make your community a more just and wholesome place for everyone?  How might you expand the outreach of an after-school program?  Is there something your congregation can do to help promote literacy, to work against racism, to register voters, or to help make your community a more just and open place to live? Giving generously to Neighbors in Need assures that seed money is available for churches undertaking community ministries, and ensures that when you have your project planned, there will be funds to help you get started.
OCTOBER 11, 2015

Twenty-eighth Sunday in Ordinary Time

Mark 10:2-16

ACCESS SUNDAY/DISABILITIES AWARENESS WEEK

“The best place to find God is in the garden.  You can dig for God there.” George Bernard Shaw
Access can sometimes mean more than elevators or chair lifts and hearing aids. Sometimes, anything that sets us apart can be a barrier to a full and extravagant welcome for all.  At the United Church in Gainesville, Florida, there is a special ministry to those with intellectual and developmental disabilities. For the past 12 years the congregation has nurtured a small group that has grown from three to 12 participants.  They meet regularly, support each other, participate in worship and tend the garden that greets and welcomes the congregation each Sunday.
It’s a ministry that feeds both itself and the community.  It came into being because a member’s developmentally disabled sister came for a visit. She observed that others like her in the congregation had no activity designed for them, no way to be included in the life of the church.  The pastor was brought into the conversation and so this ministry began. 
Every year now, in the spring, a group of gardeners rake, weed, plant and fertilize a garden that calls forth color and hope and welcome.  Sometimes, it takes someone visiting from the outside to point out those not included on the inside. If you could see your congregation as a visitor, who would you see that is not included in your church activities?
OCTOBER 18, 2015
Twenty-ninth Sunday in Ordinary Time

Mark 10:35-45

Laity Sunday
The latest statistics about pastoral longevity offer good news and bad news.  The bad news is that the average tenure for a church pastor these days is between three and four years. The good news is that it forces all of us who care about the local church to ask: Who does ministry and how do lay people  participate in strong churches?  The work of our church is not just the work of the ordained. We are all called to witness and work and to build up our shared ministry in the United Church of Christ.
One of our many articulate UCC voices for the ministry of the laity comes from Dick Broholm, a member of UCC Norwell in Norwell, Massachusetts, who wrote the following for his church’s web page:
“Having my congregation tell me, in a variety of ways, that what I do in my daily work is important to the Church and of supreme importance to God, is life-changing! . . . .This understanding also, strangely enough, deepens my commitment to my local congregation. It helps me know why our gathered life as a community of faith is essential and life-giving . . . it has changed the way I look at my congregation. Instead of the church being one more competing claim on my time, energy and resources, it now stands at the center of my life, shaping the way I work and the way I see the world. I know we have a ways to go to make this visibly true for everyone. But I believe we are on a profoundly important journey of recovering the whole ministry of the Church on behalf of the whole world.”
OCTOBER 25, 2015
Thirtieth Sunday in Ordinary Time

Mark 10:46-52

REFORMATION SUNDAY/UCC HIGHER EDUCATION SUNDAY
One of the abiding causes and reforms of the Protestant Reformation has to do with having an educated clergy.  As the scriptures were translated into languages people could read, the good news of the gospel and the transforming notion of grace became abiding ideas for laity and church leaders alike.  People wanted to know more.  They wanted to understand the faith they believed.
For both Congregationalists and the Evangelical and Reformed tradition, our predecessors in the United Church of Christ, an educated clergy working with an informed laity was a central pillar in their understanding of church.  Today, the United Church of Christ continues that emphasis by supporting seminaries, colleges and universities, providing training and empowering of pastors to lead our churches, and offering scholarships.  
Good Shepherd UCC in Boyertown, PA, administers the Manwiller Scholarship which offers full tuition for a seminarian whose local church membership is in Berks County.  In Massachusetts, at the First Congregational Church of Shrewsbury, two scholarships provide funds for members of the church pursuing higher education.  Scholarships like these are often funded through memorial contributions and fundraisers.  Investing in the education of others is an investment in the future for all of us in the church.
NOVEMBER 1, 2015
Thirty-first Sunday in Ordinary Time

Ruth 1:1-8 Mk 12:28-34

ALL SAINTS DAY
If you look in the kitchens of churches around the world you will discover the many ways that people have left their mark.  You might find the small and precise darning that someone once did to mend a fraying dishtowel.  A wooden implement may bear a burn mark where it got too close to the burner in the midst of a busy church supper.  There will be leftover spoons and lost saltshakers, marks on the wall, new handles on the cupboards and a shine to the stainless steel.  All of these carry stories of their origins.  Stories about women and men who have worked in that kitchen; who have laughed and planned and recreated the same chili or chicken potpies from year to year.  Saints of the church come not just in the stories of martyrs and ministers, or lay leaders and large donors.  Saints are also revealed in the ordinary and everyday deeds of community and the hard work that has helped make so many of our congregations.  

If you look around your sanctuary you can find more signs of those who have gone before.  There might be plaques or names in the stained glass.  There could be rooms or chapels named for members long gone.  The famous and stirring hymn, “For All the Saints” has as its first line: “For all the Saints who from their labors rest.”  At church this Sunday, All Saints Sunday, think about all those who built your church, especially its building, and imagine them resting from their labors.  It’s a day for such remembrances and thanksgiving for those lives.  Take time to hold them close in your heart and feel the care and love they breathed into your church. We are grateful to them all.
NOVEMBER 8, 2015
Thirty-second Sunday in Ordinary Time

Ruth 3:1-5 4:13-17

A Future with Hope
Do you think God has plans for the church? Good plans? Plans that will make our collective head spin?  Can we believe in that future with hope? Can we believe in a future that is as real and concrete as the pull of gravity? What plan has God for us?  What have we yet to build, to manifest as God’s healing presence in a world of inequality and greed and cynicism?  What yet might we offer? All of us together in this United and Uniting church – can we claim that promise of a future with hope for ourselves by giving all to this moment? 

Jesus lived as if the Realm of God already existed and brought its reality into every encounter. We cannot follow him and live as if that future and the value it places on human hope do not exist. Giving is a way to make apparent our belief in the extravagant images of the Realm of God.  It really does come down to whether or not we believe that hope is real, that our lives matter, that Jesus died for something tangible and that faith is relevant. Belief in the future means giving to the present!  Give today because you believe in the future. 
Oh God, the future is not ours to see but we know that you are in it, shaping its contours and calling us to its possibilities.  Help us not to succumb to cynicism and hopelessness.  Strengthen our belief in your prospects for the church of Jesus Christ. Be in our gifts and make of them a sign of your hope for all of us. Amen.
NOVEMBER 15, 2015
Thirty-third Sunday in Ordinary Time

1 Samuel 1:4-20

PRAY SILENTLY

When Hannah came to pray in the temple that she might have a son, she prayed by herself silently, moving her lips and making no sound. Such a picture brings the Haitian proverb to mind: “No one listens to the cry of the poor or the sound of a wooden bell.”  But we know that God heard Hannah and hears all prayers, especially the prayers of the homeless.
When the Lehigh Conference of Churches in Allentown, Pennsylvania, had to close its homeless shelter a month earlier than scheduled, the Zion Reformed United Church of Christ opened its doors to fill the gap.  Even in April, the temperatures at night were still close to freezing. For the next month they housed 30 people each evening, and 40 volunteers from 12 area churches served a hot meal to additional guests.
The last night, after sharing pizza donated by the Nigerian International Association of Pennsylvania, Pastor Bob Stevens invited the guests to pray and, if they liked, to write their prayers on a post-it note that would be placed on the altar that Sunday in worship.  The prayers included petitions for a better life for everyone, for love and recognition. There were also prayers of thanksgiving for the warm shelter provided, and for the kindness and the safety they felt at Zion.
Zion Reformed UCC is also known as the Liberty Bell church because during the War for Independence the famous bell, cast for the jubilee anniversary of William Penn’s charter, was hidden from the British in its basement.  The text on the bell is from Leviticus 25:10 – the jubilee proclamation – “liberty throughout the land.”  May the prayers of the homeless be heard throughout the land. 
NOVEMBER 22, 2015
REIGN OF CHRIST

John 18:33-37

UNITED BLACK CHRISTIANS ANNIVERSARY
On this day, we celebrate the founding of United Black Christians (UBC), an officially recognized special interest group of the United Church of Christ, providing voice and vision for more than 70,000 African Americans.

UBC represents lay and clergy persons who faithfully minister in more than 278 predominately African American congregations of the United Church of Christ and those African American members in congregations that are not predominately African American.

United Black Christians seeks to provide voice for the African American members of the United Church of Christ, strengthen Black churches in the UCC, train and nurture leaders of our churches for Gospel- inspired service to the Black community, and enhance clergy-lay ministry partnership.  In addition, UBC advocates for liberation and racial justice at home and abroad, monitors affirmative action within the UCC, and focuses on youth and young adult ministry.
As part of their ongoing support and recognition of the gifts of African-American seminarians, UBC, in partnership with the UCC’s Local Church Ministries, created a fund for Black seminarians in honor of the Rev. Dr. Joseph Henry Evans, the first African-American president of the United Church of Christ (1976-1977). 
NOVEMBER 29, 2015
First Sunday of Advent 

Luke 21:25-36

Waiting
“A prison cell, in which one waits, hopes—and  is completely dependent on the fact that the door of freedom has to be opened from the outside, is not a bad picture of Advent”  Dietrich Bonhoeffer
Advent is the season of waiting, expecting and sitting in the dark.  For millions of people this is not a metaphor but a lived reality. Across our country approximately 1 in every 100 men and 1 in every 1,700 women is currently held in a federal or state prison facility.  Since 1980 the prison population has more than quadrupled. If this rate of growth continues, one in 20 of our children will serve time in a jail cell.
The General Synod of the United Church of Christ has long been an advocate for reforming our justice system. Votes have ranged from calling for better rehabilitation for prisoners and ending employment discrimination for ex-offenders, to stopping the privatization of prisons and raising awareness of how much race and class affect who gets long prison terms. 

We remember that prophets and voices for freedom and hope have often languished in prison.  Jesus was in prison, along with Paul the Apostle.  Jeremiah, the prophet from the Hebrew Bible; Martin Luther King, Jr. and Gandhi were all once waiting in a cell for a door to open.  All prisoners live what we experience in this season—a longing for freedom and the promise of hope.  
