Second Sunday after Pentecost
June 7, 2015
Mark 3: 20-35
The Will of God

The United Church of Christ has consistently been in the forefront of the struggle for social justice. It is in keeping with this legacy that UCC clergy were among the 109 church leaders who signed a pastoral letter sent to the mayor and city council of New York City, calling for reform in the police department and for a commitment to restore faith between the people and their police force. "As a broad coalition of antiracist spiritual leaders from many faiths, we ask that you be true to your calling as public servants, continuing to stand on the side of what is moral, just and right," the faith leaders wrote. The letter is part of a response to a New York City grand jury’s decision to not indict a white police officer whose chokehold resulted in the death of an unarmed African American man.

"The persistent pattern of refusing to indict police officers who kill people of color, especially black men, continues to communicate that the lives of God's beloved children do not matter," the letter continues. "These killings are breaking the hearts of our children, creating fear and anxiety about their own safety and future." The letter urges those in authority to, "see the gravity of our current moral crisis and join us in healing our broken hearts and our broken system." In closing the letter urges reform to the New York City Police Department to “strengthen the bonds of our shared humanity among citizens and police officers, so that we may live free with mutual respect and abiding trust."


Third Sunday after Pentecost
June 14, 2015
Mark 4:26-34
Flourishing

Bethany Waggoner is a volunteer with the Ecumenical Foundation for Integral Development Training and Education—FEDICE—in Ecuador. Her immersion in the fabric of life in Ecuador has been a process with challenges, not the least of which has been learning Spanish. Bethany writes in her blog that she didn’t realize how much energy she spends processing language until she went home for a brief visit. “I didn’t have to think; I just did. I asked questions. I understood answers. Everything fit into the ‘that makes sense’ box.” 

But Bethany admits that she “didn’t come to Ecuador to have everything fit into the ‘that makes sense box’. I came to be challenged, and to learn how to respect and navigate what doesn’t make sense. I came to discover a role in the quest for equity, justice and peace. FEDICE is such an exciting place to be, because we are engaged on the front lines of this quest. We can see the change happening before our eyes as we work side by side with communities here in the Andes to gain access to economic opportunity and a brighter future. With opportunity, oppressive identity boxes begin to crumble. 

“No longer is being an indigenous female from a poor, rural community a life sentence for poverty, injustice, and poor health. With the means to take advantage of opportunity, the picture transforms to encompass women who are entrepreneurs, community leaders and partners in building a world where everyone is allowed to prosper.”

Fourth Sunday after Pentecost
June 21, 2015
Mark 4:35-41
58th Anniversary of the UCC

Faithfulness within the United Church of Christ takes many forms.  Building on the witness of earlier risk-taking churches and the actions of courageous individuals, since 1957 the UCC has stretched definitions of unity. UCC people are drawn together under God’s covenant.  Not only do they seek to find common cause with those who agree with them, or are like them, but they are able to embrace all God’s people. Why?  Because out of loyalty to Jesus Christ, UCC members are convinced that all who believe in the light are called to become children of light and thereby change the world.

UCC people speak out and witness to the power of Christian freedom.  For 58 years, UCC actions have affirmed God’s love and acceptance in settings where exclusion and condemnation based on race, gender, sexual identity, disability, economic power, outsider status, or religious convictions dehumanized people.  

Yet, as the United Church of Christ takes responsibility to express its faith in public witness, it does so with humility, remembering that Christ is the head of the church and human deeds are always incomplete.  Through decades of mission and outreach people in the UCC demonstrate that God can transform congregations, and that closed communities can be opened by love.  Even when the UCC has been “first” and other churches have held back, its pioneering moments remind it, and everyone, of the ongoing injustices in church and society.  Its passion for social justice has not been ashamed to make honest apologies for past mistakes.

The UCC’s “God is still speaking” emphasis embraces an inclusive vision of what it means to “bind in covenant faithful people of all ages, tongues, and races.”  When UCC church members give an extravagant welcome to strangers, they rediscover who they are.  By telling the world that God is still speaking, they find new joy as a Christian community and new strength to become children of light.

						Barbara Brown Zikmund
						(excerpted from The UCC at 50: Our Future)





Fifth Sunday after Pentecost
June 28, 2015
Mark 5: 21-43
Healing Powers

There is an old saying that says “When the student is ready, the teacher will appear.”  There were many teachers who appeared before scores of students at yesterday’s workshops for General Synod 2015 in Cleveland, Ohio through June 30t. An eclectic mix of 24 workshops was offered at the biennial event where delegates and visitors from across the country have gathered to discern, discuss and worship together. 

The theme of this General Synod—Unexpected Places—is an exploration of all the places where we hear God’s voice, encounter the Spirit, and find the United Church of Christ lifting up its witness in the world. Part of that exploration included workshops on such diverse topics as global warming, building connected congregations through multi-generational worship experiences, breaking the silence about mental illness, transgender inclusion, why young people keep leaving the church, and disaster recovery.

 Speakers and preachers at General Synod include: Rev. Molly Baskette, lead pastor at First Church UCC in Somerville, Massachusetts;  Rev. Dr. Mitri Rahab, pastor of the Christmas Lutheran Church in Bethlehem and founder of a consortium that operates a university on the West Bank; Bishop Dwayne Royster, founding pastor of Living Water United Church of Christ in the North Philadelphia section of Philadelphia and Executive Director of POWER: Philadelphians Organized to Witness Empower and Rebuild; and Rev. Dr. Sharon E. Watkins, General Minister and President of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) in the United States and Canada.


Sixth Sunday after Pentecost
July 5, 2015
Mark 6:1-13
Sent With Power

“Sectarian violence is an affront to God and a denial of our shared humanity,” said the Rev. Jim Moos, UCC national officer and Wider Church Ministries executive.  His statement was in response to an attack on the Ekklesiyar Yan’uwa a Nigeria (EYN, the Church of the Brethren in Nigeria) by Boko Haram, a militant group who also kidnapped 300 Nigerian school girls early in 2014. 

The attack on the EYN, the largest Christian denomination in northeast Nigeria and a UCC ecumenical partner, occurred at their headquarters in late October 2014 and sent staff, students and families running for their lives.  “We stand in solidarity with our brothers and sisters in Nigeria, a solidarity that is made real with our prayers, with our advocacy for peace and justice, and with our financial support through One Great Hour of Sharing,” Moos said.  The attack is not an isolated incident, as thousands of EYN members have been killed and their churches destroyed. 

“We need urgent help from the international community if the global community can have compassion for us,” EYN president the Rev. Dr. Samuel Dante Dali wrote in an email. “The future of Nigeria is getting darker and darker day by day but Nigerian political leadership do not seem to take the suffering of the people very seriously.”  The Rev. Olav Fykse Tveit, general secretary of the World Council of Churches, echoes Rev. Dali’s concerns; “It is vital that the government take immediate and proactive steps to protect all the people of Nigeria and work strategically to defend them against such attacks, as well as supporting practically those who have recently experienced these atrocities.”

Seventh Sunday after Pentecost
July 12, 2015
2 Samuel 6:1-15, 12b-19
God-Inspired Joy

Community United Church of Christ in Raleigh, North Carolina, is living out its name through the  congregation’s involvement with a local non-profit bringing comfort and warmth to members of the community. For the past four years, Community UCC has partnered with Resources for Seniors, an organization that has helped the church pursue one of its ministries—to help low-income families while addressing the effects of climate change. 

“For both comfort and safety in the face of climate change, the need for home energy efficiency and insulation is increasingly important,” said Gary Smith, chair of Community UCC’s Justice in a Changing Climate task force. Resources for Seniors helps to insulate and weatherize homes of low-income families through a federally-funded program.  Volunteers from Community UCC help with the process by removing debris and performing minor repairs that facilitate the weatherizing process. “We call the program ‘pre-weatherization’ because our work enables professional weatherization experts to do their work,” Smith said.   The Justice in a Changing Climate task force, initiated in 2007, has helped ten families in North Carolina by preparing their homes for their new weatherized HVAC system and by helping them fill out application forms. The congregation is dedicated to help minimize the impact of climate change on the poor and is raising funds to reduce its own carbon footprint and install rooftop solar panels to the church building.


Eighth Sunday after Pentecost
July 19, 2015
2 Samuel 7:1-14a
Wherever You Are

When you are far away from home, the simplest comforts can mean so much. Holy Joe’s Café has provided that kind of comfort in the form of cups of coffee to thousands of soldiers every day across the globe. Since 2006, the all-volunteer, ecumenical ministry has been bringing fellowship, pastoral care and a little bit of normalcy to military bases, veterans’ hospitals 
and anywhere men and women of the U.S. military are located. 
“To date, we have supported over 1,400 chaplains and have shipped over 75 tons of coffee supplies,” said Tom Jastermsky, Holy Joe’s coordinator at First Congregational UCC in Wallingford, Conn. Because the ministry is administered by military chaplains, an extra layer of comfort accompanies the java. “On a base far from home, a hot cup of Holy Joe’s coffee becomes many more things when offered by a chaplain,” said UCC chaplain the Rev. Andrew Sholtes. “It is a precious moment of relaxation and decompression; it is a reviving drink for those scarce of sleep; it is an invitation to a soul-reviving conversation; it is a reminder that, somewhere back home, people care.” 
The UCC adds another layer of support by using Fair Trade Coffee which ensures that coffee farmers receive equitable compensation for their coffee beans. “Our ministry relies completely on coffee that is donated from other UCC churches via the UCC Coffee Project, as well as checks that are mailed,” Jastermsky said. “The key to our ministry is to let UCC churches know we still offer this ministry, and that the returning service members are in need of a lot of ministry support. For them the war is not over in various degrees.”  

Ninth Sunday after Pentecost
July 26, 2015
John 6:1-21
God’s Abundant Presence

Even though the news coverage has stopped, the struggle of thousands of people in the Philippines from the effects of Typhoon Haiyan in November 2013 has not. “The devastation, loss of life and destruction that Haiyan left behind is still fresh in the hearts and minds of our sisters and brothers in the Philippines,” said Zach Wolgemuth, UCC Disaster Ministries executive. “Now more than ever the Filipino people need to know that we too have not forgotten, and are willing to walk the long road to recovery hand-in-hand with them.” 

That long road has included more than $452,500 provided in 2014 by Disaster Ministries to help restore communities in the Philippines, with an additional $125,000 planned to help fund a recovery project initiated by the United Church of Christ-Philippines(UCCP). The project will build 279 low-cost, solar-equipped homes, a day care center and a water supply system to accommodate the new community. “This is an exciting project that takes a holistic approach to recovery,” Wolgemuth said. “Building homes is important, but incorporating sanitation plans, helping restore livelihoods, damaged water supplies and providing alternative-energy solutions in these communities is a step towards preparedness and sustainability.”   

UCCP general secretary Bishop Reuel Norman O. Marigza expressed appreciation “for all the support that the United Church of Christ and Global Ministries have sent us as we grapple with the overwhelming task of relief and rehabilitation for communities affected by the Haiyan disaster.”  

Tenth Sunday after Pentecost
August 2, 2015
John 6: 24-35
Bread of Life

Sanctuary. A word that conjures images of safety, comfort and freedom from persecution. For Misael Perez, that sanctuary is being provided by Shadow Rock United Church of Christ in Phoenix after a routine traffic stop revealed his immigration status to local police, leading to his being threatened with deportation. Shadow Rock UCC reached out to the Guatemalan immigrant after a law firm familiar with the church’s social justice history asked them to intercede. 

“He’s been living in the area nine years, the past six years working for the same employer who is holding his job for him,” said Shadow Rock pastor the Rev. Ken Heintzelman. “He’s a good citizen, contributing in every way in this community.”  Perez came to the United States to provide a better life for his family, including supporting his elderly parents who are no longer able to work and providing tuition for three of his siblings to attend school in Guatemala. 

“The congregation of Shadow Rock United Church of Christ will stand between Misael and the system which would rip him away from his life, job, church, and community,” Heintzelman said. “We offer him sanctuary, which is consistent with our congregation’s core values of inclusion, justice, and spirituality. We believe that the church is called to be the pioneering and prophetic voice in our society.”  Shadow Rock is one of 11 UCC churches along with the Southwest Conference that are members of the Sanctuary Movement, an ecumenical organization that provides shelter to immigrants facing deportation. 



Eleventh Sunday after Pentecost
August 9, 2015
John 6:35, 41-51
Shaping Community

Shoes can be an obsession for some people. The Rev. Angela Roach Roberson, pastor of Congregational United Church of Christ in High Point, North Carolina, has a passion for shoes—but not as a fashion statement. She is on a mission to collect 10,000 pairs of shoes to benefit Shoeman Water Projects, a ministry that turns shoes into water. 

The project sends new and used shoes to street vendors in Kenya, South America and Haiti. The vendors then sell the shoes for pennies on the dollar with the proceeds used for well-digging rigs, water purification systems and training programs that provide clean water.

Back in November 2014, Rev. Roberson’s congregation collected 1,700 pairs of shoes and other churches in the area collected a total of more than 1,000 pairs. And they are not done yet. “This is the way I think about what we are doing,” Roberson said. “On the surface of it, we are putting shoes on those who are barefoot. But when you think about that more critically, there are more pieces to this—it cuts down on disease, it helps to keep people healthy.”

Selling shoes also creates a micro business which helps to feed and clothe families, Roberson said. “If women don’t have to get water so often to cook, clean and wash, girls can go to school—so there’s an educational component, too.”  With all the benefits from the Shoeman Water Project, the ministry is truly shaping community one step at a time. 

Twelfth Sunday after Pentecost
August 16, 2015
1 Kings 2:10-12, 3:3-14
Wisdom Quest

World AIDS Day is observed on December 1st each year. But to the millions living with HIV/AIDS, every day is AIDS day.  The Rev. Yvette Flunder, senior pastor of City of Refuge UCC in San Francisco, gave a powerful keynote speech at the White House’s commemoration of the 26th World AIDS Day in 2014. Although the disease has received its share of press, the response to the pandemic and the commitment to its eradication has not been enough. “What is the real hindrance?” Rev. Flunder asked in her speech. “After my nearly 30 years working in—and for people with—AIDS,  I suggest it is and continues to be stigma.” 

 Religion and society are both guilty of perpetuating the stigma. “AIDS is still viewed by some as God’s given purge, to cleanse the community of an unwelcome population. Homophobia still kills, not just in violence against same-gender loving people, but in inequitable and tardy response by religion and society to the AIDS epidemic.”  Rev. Flunder’s ministry for and with people with HIV/AIDS began on a personal level more than 20 years ago when her husband was diagnosed HIV positive. To combat her feelings of helplessness, she became involved in educating people about the virus, provided housing and care for HIV/AIDS patients in the U.S. and Mexico, and preached for an end to stigmatizing those infected with the virus. To combat the ignorance and stigma associated with HIV/AIDS, Rev. Flunder called upon those gathered at the White House and those exposed to her words to help spread three areas of awareness: sex literacy, theological literacy and justice literacy. Responding to those who have called her a heretic because she preaches against those who use religion to condemn and abandon those with the virus, Rev. Flunder said, “I am a heretic. There’s no question about it. The same was said of Jesus when he healed a man on the Sabbath . . . . The only difference between a heretic and a prophet is time.”


Thirteenth Sunday after Pentecost
August 23, 2015
Psalm 84
At Home With God

Coming home. For veterans and their families, this transitional time can be filled with a mixed bag of emotions. Having engaged in combat, veterans can experience a wide range of emotions, including survivor guilt, anger, remorse, despair, grief and mistrust.  Welcoming veterans back into our communities means more than just hanging a banner and shaking hands.  The United Church of Christ along with the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) have partnered with the United States Department of Veterans Affairs to learn how to help veterans re-integrate with the world around them.  This effort is in keeping with a resolution passed by the UCC General Synod in 2013 that encouraged churches to help returning veterans. 

 In January 2015, local clergy, veterans, chaplains and laity gathered at First Methodist Church in San Diego for discussion and workshops designed to educate attendees about moral injury and what to do in caring for those who suffer with it.  The Rev. Stephen Boyd, UCC minister for chaplains and ministers in specialized settings, said, “We’ve done a number of these events.  We’re seeing an increase in sensitivity to the issue of men and women coming back from combat. We’re trying to make our audience aware, and show them how to reach out and teach them how to relate to veterans.” The two-day event, “Moral Injury and Soul Repair: A Conference,” included Rev. Boyd and the Rev. Rita Nakashima Brock as plenary speakers, with psychologists, theologians and veterans also involved. Rev. Brock is co-director of Brite Divinity School’s Soul Repair Center as well as a theologian and writer on the school’s faculty. 


Fourteenth Sunday after Pentecost
August 30, 2015
James 1:17-27
Be Love

First Congregational United Church of Christ of Boulder, Colorado has pledged to be a WISE Congregation for Mental Health—Welcoming, Inclusive, Supportive and Engaged—for all those with mental health challenges and their loved ones. 

The congregation’s WISE Covenant reads, in part, “We, the people of First Congregational Church of Boulder, Colorado, know we are graced by the gifts, stories, and experiences of all our members, including those living with mental health challenges . . . .We care about the whole person: body, heart, mind and soul. We affirm the deep and constant movement of God’s Holy Spirit, seeking to bring us to the fullness of life. We believe that all people are beloved by God, and if a person has a mental health challenge that person has a right to be seen as a person first. Jesus said the greatest commandmentis to ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind, and to love your neighbor as yourself.’ He made no distinction between various members of society; he did not show any partiality. He included all people in this commandment.” 

First Church recognizes that “individuals with mental health challenges such as brain disorders, mental illnesses, addictions and trauma feel cut off from God and do not feel included. It is our calling to communicate to all individuals that God loves all of us equally, even when we do not feel the love of the Holy Spirit in our lives.”  



