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INTRODUCTION

This collection of sermons, meditations and homilies for Years A, B and C of the Revised
Common Lectionary is gathered from various sources. Each selection is listed according
to the appropriate Sunday or holy day alaith the date it was preached, the sermon

title, and the text or topic.
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Advent 1
Date: 29 November 1998
Title: AThe New Day Dawningbo

Are you ready? Are you ready for Christmas? | confess that | am residsas | have been

in years past, because my habit through the years has been to purchase Christmas gifts all
during the year so that when Christmas arrived, | was already ready. This year | will need to
work on my readiness a little more diligently tharthe past. My holiday should not suffer,
however, because Christmas has usually meant for me something that | expected and
anticipated.

Therefore, the great hype of Thanksgiving weekend sales promotions has not usually
attracted much of my attentionjem though, this year, | am not quite as ready as usual.

Mary and | have started on our Christmas decorations, but we have not gotten very far; we
plan to get the candles in the windows today. The rest of the decorations will make their way
into our home sitime allows, and the tree will probably not be decorated until Allen comes
home [from college].

So, that is my report; how are you doing with your preparations? Most of us are probably
preparing for Christmas as best we can, but Christmas, in spitéhef @emmercial push of

this past weekis not imminent. Christmas is not an imminent threat and, therefore, |

suppose, many people do not prepare for it in the same way that we prepare for other events.

For the imminent threats in life, we have suthds as fire trucks and rescue vehicles that

are always ready. Security systems on our national borders and in our homes are constantly
watching out for that which is imminent. But Christmas is different. Christmas, | suppose, is
more in the category dfiilngs we expect to recover from. It is part of life and life goes on.

We make some preparations for it, but we are not surprised when it comes. We will recover
form it.

As we Christians use the season of Advent at the beginning of each new church year,
however, we have an opportunity to be people who are ready. We not only expect
Christmas, we long for it. We read the words of the prophet Isaiah, and we also long for the
Lord to establish justice among the nations, and we long for peace to prevail. Wesread
words of the Apostle Paul and we also long to "cast off the works of darkness" in our lives,
and to "put on the armor of light." And we long to be ready for the birth of the Christ child,
when eternity will touch the temporal.

When will our longingxease?

As | read the newspaper last Sunday, | was struck with an article about the space station
project. As you may recall, a week ago last Friday, the United States and Russia launched a
new phase in human space exploration, which the article desasliad less audacious

than the building of the pyramids in Egypt or the great cathedrals of Europe." Sixteen
nations are cooperating in the building of the space station, which is, so far, designed to



weigh 460 tons and cost 63 billion dollars. The scdplbeproject is minédoggling, but
something is even more amazing to me. As a person who can clearly remember the race for
space of previous decades during the insane nuclear arms race, the most amazing thing to
me is that the first phase of the most dmbs international engineering project ever

attempted, is being attempted in peace time, and that the first niitiddleff a week ago

last Friday was carried into space aboard a rocket originally designed to launch multiple
nuclear warheads at targetghe United States.

Talk about turning swords into plowshares! Talk about satisfying a longing for peace to
prevail! Here is an historic chance "to bea
Cold War missiles into peaceful lotgul trucking vaicles for an orbital facility. As one

scientist said, with the space station, we will "be realizing for the first time the real true

potential of space for solving problems on earth.”

The space station has been planned as-arhdllaboratory in orbifTens of thousands of
people in manufacturing plants, both large and small, will be involved in building parts for
the station, and engineers and flight controllers half a world apart will be continually ironing
out frustrating practical difficulties.

More than one hundred major segments will need to be bolted together in space, like a giant
Tinker Toy. When they get the whole thing hooked up, the problem will be, according to

Tip Talone, chief of space station processing at the Kennedy Space Centesr Wiegth

wind up with an orchestra, or just "a bunch of kazoo players."

There seem to be endless complications, but there is also one amazing sittipicity
simplicity of human longing: the basic yearning and seeking of human nature.

If all goes well, peple will be living on the space station in little more than a year. How

soon will humans explore Mars? The answer to such a question is difficult, because
everything will be new up there: new control centers, new ground teams, new software, new
languagenew international partners.

If everything goes as planned, however, almost literally, there will be a new heaven; and, as
seen from this boragain earth, the space station will be the brightest star in the sky.

*

Advent 2

Date: 06 December 1998

Tite:A A Sacred Time of Hopebo
Text: Isaiah 11:410

The future looms large in Advent. We are, as Christians, entering into a sacred time of hope
as we look with expectation to the birth of a savior. If we become too preoccupied with our
future, however, we mighe saving work of God in our present lives. Therefore, in order to



balance the "far out" hope of last week's lessons, we have, today, a collection of lessons that
help us concentrate on the present time, with a particular emphasis on the urgency to pray
for the coming of God's Kingdom in the present time.

The watchwords are repentance, and hope, as we pray for the community we are called to
be. And we pray for paradise restored. And we pray for a {adsed&ingdom.

This morning | would like to painticture for us that may represent that hope for us during
the weeks ahead.

Recently, | read about the artist named Edward Hicks. Hicks, a Quaker minister, was an

admirer of William Penn. About one hundred years after the establishment of Pennsylvania,

Edwar d Hi cks produced an estimated one hundred
Kingdom. 06 Why? Because he was fascinated with
Native Americans!

Penn came to the colonies to settle the area given to his father, Adm@li&m Penn,

by the King of England, for conquering Jamaica. He soon established the city of
Philadelphia and the colony of Pennsylvania, but the way he did it, as a Quaker who was
totally opposed to war, was by negotiating a peaceful and amical#@enseit with the

Native Americans who lived on the land. Most of the colonists had viewed the Native
Americans as a natural enemy, but Penn's vision of a society of peace overcame that
perception and created an harmonious order in his colony.

How, then, dil Edward Hicks, Penn's admirer, compose "The Peaceable Kingdom?"

In the foreground of one version, painted sometime in the 1830s, is a cast of characters from
the Isaiah text in the first lesson: the wolf, the lamb, the leopard, the kid, the calfnthe lio

the fatling, the cow, the bear, the cub, the nursing child whose hand is over the snake's nest,
the older child with her hand over the snake's den, and the child leading the lion. Most of
Hick's renderings are full of animals, tightly packed, but eashth own place as it stares

out at the viewer, challenging human beings to the same kind of harmony and tranquility the
animals share.

In the background of perhaps his most important painting are William Penn and company,
and a group of Native Americabyg the Delaware River, amicably negotiating a treaty to
transfer land from the Native Americans to the colonists. No preference is shown for either
culture, as they are approximately equal in number and in the space occupied on the canvas.

In a sermon Hiks preached in 1837, | found him making an interesting assessment of
human nature based on Isaiah's description of a Peaceable Kingdom. Hicks believed that alll
people are born with a "savage disposition," like that of the leopard, the bear, the wolf, or
the lion. If undisciplined, selfflestruction is inevitable. Therefore, concluded Hicks,

salvation depends on a willingness to allow the divine will to reign over owwidlelfhe

resulting rebirth turns a person into a creature of gentleness portrayeddoy, the lamb,

and the kid.
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Surely, each of us has met all of them within: leopard, bear, wolf, lion; cow, lamb and kid.
They are all right here! And, so it is that Isaiah's portrait of the ideal community challenges
each of us to allow the divine Wb reign over our self will.

Do we venture to hope that during this Advent season the earth will be full of a knowledge
of God so that there will be no destruction or hurt in all of God's holy and glorious
Kingdom?

Do we?

Let us pray.

God of historywe venture to hope that our earth may be filled with your knowledge.

Prepare our hearts, we pray, to welcome you into our lives as we seek to live in your
peaceable kingdom, and teach us how to live faithfully as you are ever faithful to us. Amen.

*

Advent 3
Date: 13 December 1998
Title: AConfident Anticipationo

Text: Isaiah 35:110

ASay to those who are of a fearful heart,

As Christians, we know that Jesus came to free us from our fears. So, what do we fear, and
from what, exatly, did Jesus come to free us?

Fear is one of the most controlling emotions of modern life. Most of us do not like to think

of ourselves as fearful people. We prefer to think of ourselves as strong and independent, as
though we have the world under amhtBut, that is not trueéyecause we, all of us, fear.

There are things beyond our control, and to face them, we need the strength of endurance.

This is the second year our church has offered Advent devotionals written by Henri
Nouwen. The late Henriduwen, a Dutch priest, was a very well known theologian and
author. In one of his most famous books, he stated that “fear is the single emotion that
controls us most often."

Perhaps | could stop here and ask each of you to find a piece of paper hedittst t
thousand fears that you have. | am certain that it would not take too long to fill a pad of
paper with such a list.

We, all of wus, have very real fears. But
fear not. o
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So much of what we erpience in life is good and beautiful. Therefore, life should be full
of rejoicing, not fear. But the problems of life so easily take over and dominate our time, and
fears take over and hope fades.

| was an associate in a hardware store for a numbears,yand | often withessed people
purchasing plumbing parts in the evening, just before the store closed. | know very well that
I, personally, would never tackle even a minor plumbing project in my own home unless |
had an entire day to deal with it, ankhkew the hardware store was open. | could say that
experience has taught me to be patient when tackling a plumbing project. | could also say
that when and if | do tackle such a thing, | usually fear making a greater mess than the
existing mess, and thediecan take over in the form of procrastination, and the repair may

be delayed unnecessarily.

Fear, caution, and patience: these are a number of terms we can use as excuses to avoid

doing what needs to be done. ddneadadfinodee, t he wo
to help us break through the barriers we create for ourselves that allow fear to take over and

hope to fade.

So much in life is good and beautiful, but plumbing problems can make an entire day very
bad and ugly. And we all know that® problem often leads to another. The plumbing under
the sink was leaking! So what? We fix the leak. But then, we realize that the entire floor
underneath the sink has rotted away.

As | think about home improvement projects and repairs, | recall ameid:p

Two men looked out through prison bars,
One saw mud, the other, stars.

You see, one man feared, but the other man hoped.

How do we face | ifebs needed projects, and | if
hope?

As we look toward Bethlehem, i@ok to a star, and we look to a time when God will say

to us, "be strong, fear not." There may very well be times in our lives when fear may appear

to take over and our hopes may appear to fade away. They are the very same times when we
need to ask God find new strength for our week hands, and new firmness for our feeble
knees. Yes, we are getting older, and the causes of our physical weakness and our feebleness
may be very obvious, but there is still no excuse for a fearful heart. So, be strongt!fear n

During this season of Advent | invite you to join me in looking at ourselves, and asking
ourselves, where in our lives is fear taking over and hope fading? But as we look, remember
this. Fear takes over most of all in those places in our being wedggl to reach out to

others with the real message of Advent, which is, basically, a message of salvation.
Therefore, let us reform our questions about fear, and redirect them.
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Whose weak hands need to be strengthened, and, how can we help strengtP&iiibse
feeble knees need to be made firm?

Where in this world of mine is fear taking over and hope fading?

Who, this Advent, needs to know for a fact that God will inevitably come and save them
with a little hope from you and me?

Advent 4
Date: 20December 1998
Titl e: fJoedbs Doubtso

Text: Matthew 1:185

Who was Joseph?

As far as the character of Joseph is concerned, one of the most revealing passages in the
New Testament is the passage from Matthew that was read this morning. From this passage
we learn that Joseph's lineage includes a number of prominent figures in Jewish history.
This man was a somebody: not an anybody, not a nabadOMEBODY. Furthermore,

Joseph is described as "a righteous man." When the woman to whom he was betrothed was
found to be pregnant, he considered divorcing her "quietly,” as opposed to publicly and
loudly, but then, after he had a nap, he changed his mind.

He became a devoted and caring husband and father who did everything imaginable to care
for his family. Thereare no unkind words written about Joseph. In fact, Jesus is often
referred to as "Joseph's son," "Joe the carpenter's boy."

What else do we know about Joseph? Very little! The biblical attention to the holy family,
and the theological attention, all i¥gn to Jesus and to his mother, Mary.

At Christmas time, during this age of increased political correctness, however, we might
wonder if Joseph has really been given the credit he is do as a father and husband. Just look
in any hymnal and try to find ayimn or carolabout Joseph. We Protestants used to have a

few, but even the most popular Joseph carol has been removed from most modern Protestant
hymnals, probably because of aRttman Catholic sentiments due to its references to Mary.

Its title is "Josph dearest, Joseph mine," and it is sung to a beautiful lullaby. It starts as a
tender love song, the first verse sung by Mary, the second verse sung by Joseph, and the
third and fourth verses sung by servants as commentary.

Joseph dearest, Joseph mine,

Help me cradle the child divine;
God reward thee and all that's thine
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In paradise,
So prays the mother Mary.

Then Joseph replies:

Gladly, dear one, lady mine,

Help | cradle this child of thine;

God's own light on us both shall shine
In paradise,

As praysthe mother Mary.

Peace to all that have good will!
God, who heaven and earth doth fill,
Comes to turn us away from ill,

And lies so still

Within the crib of Mary.

All shall come and bow the knee;
Wise and happy their souls shall be,
Loving such a divinig,

As all may see

In Jesus, Son of Mary.

Is this carol about Joseph? No, but it at least names him and gives him some credit for being
the loving husband and father that history records.

If we want to find hymns about Joseph, even in a Roman Catholieahywe need to look
under the topic, "Saints." Even there we will find only one or two about Joseph. There are
none listed under Joseph.

Modern theological reflection on this matter has been changing over the past three decades,
however. For instance, the Church of Saint Michael in Nashua, where | play the organ for
the Saturday evening liturgy, during the restoration and redecoration of the church interior
two years ago, new statues were ordered to illustrate contemporary theological reflection.

Mostof us here this morning have undoubtedly noticed the traditional side altars or statues
in the front of traditional Catholic churches. On the left side of the main altar there is usually
a Mary altar, or a statue of Mary with the baby Jesus. On thagitite Joseph altar, or a

statue of Joseph, alone.

When the congregation of Saint Michael's voted to replace their traditional statues, they
chose to order one new statue that included all three members of the holy family.

Monsignor Spaight, the pastdro Sai nt Mi chael 6s, and | tal ked

times. "Yes," he declared, "we decided to get the family back together again.” My sly,
Protestant reply was something to the effect that | had always thought the traditional,
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divided portrayal othe holy family had appeared to be of a somewhat dysfunctional family,
and he agreed.

Joseph is one of the-salled "great” saints of Catholic sainthood, but how would anyone
know it? In my surveys of hymnody over the years, however, | have found @mongs
Catholic hymns a remarkable change of language in the newer Joseph hymns that have
become popular in American Catholic churches. Whereas archaic Joseph hymns from the
Latin and Eastern Orthodox hymnals often refer to Joseph as -fatster of our Lord,

listen to these words of a popular, American, Joseph hymn from the turn of the century.

O blessed Saint Joseph, how great was thy worth,
The one chosen shadow of God upon earth,

The father of Jesus! Ah, then, wilt thou be,

Sweet spouse of our Lady! dHar to me?

For thou to the pilgrim art father and guide,

And Jesus and Mary felt safe by thy side;

Ah, blessed Saint Joseph, how safe | should be,
Sweet spouse of our Lady! if thou wert with me!

When the treasures of God were unsheltered on earth,
Safeleeping was found for them both in thy worth:

O father of Jesus, be father to me,

Sweet spouse of our Lady! and | will love thee.

There is an obvious use of “father" here in more than a legal sense, reflecting the way Jesus
used the term "father" when reught his disciples to pray to God.

A modern Joseph hymn, written in 1970, and one of only two in the new hymnal used at
Saint Michael's, offers these inclusive reflections for all families and for the entire human
family.

O Joseph, mighty patron,
Your love and strength bestow
Upon a pilgrim people

Who are the Church below.
You were the Father's image,
Great prince of David's line;
Obtain for us God's blessing
That we may be God's sign.

Great Saint, you cherished Mary,
Who loved and cared for you;
You taught and nurtured Jesus,
O teach us to be true,

True to the Church he founded,
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Until we form above
A family united
In bonds of lasting love.

This text is set to a wenown Protestant hymn tune.

There has been throughout Protestant history an ongdagedgbout Joseph's paternal

status. The term "pledged" in today's lesson, which in older translations was often translated,
"betrothed," could indeed mean fimarriedo as we
In Joseph's day, however, brides were gevah received like property, making the modern

term, "engaged,"” inaccurate.

What else do we know? We are certain that Mary and Joseph were married when Jesus was
born. Jesus was not born out of wedlock. We also know that the Greek term translated as
"virgin" can also be accurately translated as "young woman."

We know that Jesus had a number of brothers an
very strong family values. We know that they worshipped together regularly.

| also know that, as a kid, whewdas assigned the part of Joseph in the Sunday School
Christmas pageant, my character said nothing. The part of Joseph was a bit part, and |
played it well by just standing still in one of my father's old bathrobes, with my mouth shut.

Who, then, was thisysterious, underdeveloped character? Obviously, too little attention

has been given to Joseph's part in the gospel story. As we read today's gospel lesson, and we
read between the lines, we learn of a just man, and of a man obedient to the will of God in
spite of his doubts. He is described briefly but precisely as a person capable of great

kindness and understanding, and of extraordinary sensitivity. He is a devoted husband and
father, and the care of his household is obviously reflected by the wayidedibe term

"father" so intimately as he taught his disciples to pray.

What greater tribute can a father have? What greater compliment can a parent desire?

Therefore, we must conclude that Jesuso6 father
through vhich Jesus drew some of his incomparable wisdom and faith.

Joseph might stand quietly in most Christmas pageants, having no lines to say, but in
Joseph's character resides a model of faithful confidence, which we also find in his son.

And we--you and {-we know that we also have the option this season of walking with
Joseph toward Bethlehem, there to find God in the midst of life's awesome circumstances,
bringing new possibilities to the likes of you and me.

Amen.
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Christmas 1
Date: 24 December 1998
Title: ATidings of Comfort and Joyo

The holly and the ivy,

When they are both full grown,

Of all the trees that are in the wood,
The holly bears the crown:

The rising of the sun

And the running of the deer,
The playing of the merry organ,
Sweet singingn the choir.

The joyful carol, AThe Holly and the 1vy, 0
for the nativity season, but was also originally sung during Lent, and as a carol for autumn.

How is it that carols represent such a powerful ti@ali ringing with the exultation of
Christmas? We have many fine Christmas hymns for the season, but Christmas would not
be Christmas without carols. Like friendly spirits, carols drift in with their warm, familiar
strainsevoking nostalgic memories. &pare sung by the young and the old, in church and
home, in railroad stations, airports, village squares, shopping malls, and snow covered
streets. Speaking with many tongues, they are the voice of Christendom, echoing the
exultation of that starlit nighdt Bethlehem.

"Christ is born in Bethlehem!" proclaims the popular "Hark, the Herald Angels Sing." And
most carols concentrate on the Christ child, Mary and Joseph, and the shepherds. If some
carols add that the infant's hair is curly, that Mary samaligls, and that there were oxen

and donkeys and lowing cattle in the stable, theirs is but a poetic license that makes the
scene more vivid.

Carols come up with roses, camels, golden harps, and torches, too. If we find a great deal of
snow in them, it isno doubt, because so many of their authors hail from northern-€limes
although snow is known around Bethlehem, which occupies a ridge some 2500 feet above
sea | evel. The town also |ies wel./l i nl and,
Bethlehem irone of our oldest carols a rather difficult challenge.

Some carols are purely secular, such as the "Twelve Days of Christmas." Some honor patron
saints, such as Good King Wenceslas.

"The Holly and the Ivy" harkens back to geéristian times. One of thearliest Christian

carols is found in our hymnal, "Of the Father's Love Begotten," by the fourth century
Spanish monk, Prudentius. But it was the gentle minstrel of the Lord, the monk, Francis of
Assisi, who infused the Church's Latin formalism with thenan warmth that brought
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carols into their own special realm. On Christmas Eve, 1223, on a wooded hilltop near the
village of Greccio, in central Italy, Francis set up the first creche scene, complete with ox
and donkey and the infant in the manger, bestgwpon Christmas a new, tender
emphasisthe poverty and humanity of Christ.

Almost over night, Christmas became a feast of massive popular participation. Nativity
plays were staged in churches and in market squares. The intervals between the acts were
filled with carols. For the first time, people were singing pious songs in their own language,
with perhaps a few scraps of Latin thrown in. Nearly a thousand carols bloomed on English
soil between 1400 and 1600, the Golden Age of carolry.

To make a longtery short, there has been a tremendous outpouring of carols for centuries.
During this century, carols have come to us from all over the Western world. Each
Christmas, they stay with us but a brief season, it is true, yet their deep and ancient roots
makethem a living part of our culture.

So, wherever you sing your carols this season, sing them with a full voice. Many of them
were and still are dances that help us celebrate Christmas joyfully in song. Let them carry
through the stillness of midwinter, $bare with others the mystery and the glad tidings of
the Christian faith. And may God bring to each of us tidings of comfort and joy.

Amen.

Epiphany

Date: 03 January 1999

Titl e: AThe Star of Bet hl e hem: The Great
Text: Matthew 2:112

(From a lecture by Craig Chester, 1993, president, Monterey Institute for Research in
Astronomy MIRA. Ph.D.)

Ancient Magi understood planetary motions quite well. Centuries before Christ, they were
capable of predicting the conjunctions of stars aadeik, and their calculations were only

off by a few days. There is therefore no need to invoke God or divine miracles to explain
what happened in the heavens to attract the attention of Magi. Natural laws are sufficient.
But is this kind of sufficiency adly enough for us? The significant question raised here is
not what happened, but why it happened. What meaning, what room for God do we find in
the events that we know to have occurred?

First, what do we know? Today we know that the universe is compbagams. As

someone once observed, however, we also know that the universe is composed of stories as
well as atoms. The story of the star of Bethlehem is a mystery, a puzzle, involving not only
theology and astronomy, but also history, and even astrdtagyan attempt of human

18

Cel



beings to understand not the universe at large, but specific events, or what real people
actually saw. What do we know today about what people could have seen in the heavens
when Christ was born? Actually, we know quit a bit.

Maugi is the plural of Magus, the root of our word for Magic. They were court astrologers,
i.e. wise men, held in high esteem. The Magi recorded in the gospel of Matthew might have
been Zoroastrians, Medes, Persians, Arabs, or even Jews. They servedaalyisoust

making forecasts and predictions for their royal patrons based on their study of the stars,
about which they were quite knowledgeable. Magi often wandered from court to court, and
it was not unusual for them to cover great distances in ordétetad the birth or crowning

of a king, paying their respects and offering gifts. A visit of Magi, such as Matthew records,
would have appeared to be a serious matter to Herod.

When did the Magi appear in Judea? Historians assume Jesus was born b&@Eeeamd

1 CE. But the calendar, on which these dates are based, was set by the Roman monk
Dionysius Exiguus in the year 525 CE, long after the fact. Scholars writing in the first and
second centuries of the Common Era, asserted that Jesus was born Wwhateannow

call 14 BCE and 1 BCE.

One difficulty in seeking a precise date is the fact that Matthew reports two separate
sightings of the star. First the Magi saw the star rising, referring to its acronychal rising,
when an object rises at sunset andsible all night. After they come to Jerusalewe do

not know how long that toekhey see the star again. There is no indication that the star was
in any way involved with the journey. The indication seems to be that they had seen its
rising, predictedts reappearance, and witnessed its reappearance, as predicted, when they
reached Bethlehem. "There before them was the star they had seen rising," writes Matthew.

What are the astronomical possibilities? It is safe to say that, since Origen firsthigised
guestion around 250 CE, every astronomical event known to have occurred during the
decade of interest, has at some time been proposed as the star of Bethlehem.

We need to restrict our inquiry, however, to those appearances that would have had
astrolaical significance to the Magi. The astrological event did not need to be very obvious
at all. It certainly was not obvious to Herod. If it had been a very bright object, there would
be numerous written records of it, and there are none. We may assuthe shait of

Bethlehem went unnoticed by all but a few experts such as the Magi.

What else do we know? A major key to the chronology is the date of Herod's death. Herod
was alive when the star appeared, and although his death is commonly quoted awé BCE,
know that the War of Varus, known to have occurred following Herod's death, can be dated
to 1 BCE, where it fits the other known facts perfectly. Therefore, if Herod died in the
spring of 1 BCE, we are free to add the years 3 and 2 BCE to our sedahehStar of

Bethlehem according to most of today's astronomers and historians.

What was happening in the heavens then? The year 2 BCE marked the 25th anniversary of
Caesar Augustus's rule, and the 750th anniversary of the founding of Rome. Huge
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celebratbns were planned. The whole empire was at peace. In order for the entire empire to
celebrate at once, an enrollment, or census, was ordered. This enrollment, described in Luke,
which brought Mary and Joseph to Bethlehem, has always been a mystery, segdaro

taxation census occurred at that time.

What astronomical events might have been related to the Star of Bethlehem? There is no
historical record of a nova. The records of comets during that time are not impressive.
Halley's Comet appeared in 12 B@ithout impressing anyone.

In September of 3 BCE, however, Jupiter came into conjunction with Regulus, the star of
kingship, the brightest star in the constellation of Leo. Leo was the constellation of kings,

and it was associated with the Lion of JudHte royal planet approached the royal star

within the royal constellation representing Israel. Just a month earlier, Jupiter and Venus, the
Mother planet, had almost seemed to touch each other in another close conjunction, also in
Leo. Then the conjunain between Jupiter and Regulus was repeated, not once, but twice in
February and May of 2 BCE. Finally, in June of 2 BCE, Jupiter and Venus, the two brightest
objects in the sky, save the sun and the moon, experience an even closer encounter when
their diks appeared to touch; to the naked eye they became a single object above the setting
sun. The Magi could not have missed this exceptionally rare spectacle.

These are only the highlights of an impressive series of planetary motions and conjunctions
of thatperiod.

How then do we view the final appearance of the star on the Magi's journey to Bethlehem?
It would have been in the southern sky. Could it have stopped over Bethlehem? Yes, say
astronomers, because the word "stop" was used for what is nowbadledp | anet 6 s
stationary point. As a planet approaches the opposite point in the sky from the sun, it
appears to slow, then stop, then move backward, westward, through the sky. Astronomers
know that in 2 BCE Jupiter performed one of theseadled retrograe loops, and that it

was stationary on December 25th, during Hanukkah, the season for giving presents.

Modern scientists have proven that natural laws are sufficient to explain the star of
Bethlehem. We know what could have happened. We essentially kabivdid happen.

But why? What does the Star of Bethlehem mean? Was Matthew correct in seeing this event
as divine confirmation of a central moment in God's plan for humankind? What room is left
for God? Was God's purpose fulfilled by the great celasdiate that we call the Star of
Bethlehem?

No theologian can say, in a way convincing to a scientist, that some event required an act of
God outside natural law. Similarly, no scientist can say that some event was merely an act of
natural law working itdéout with no other meaning.

Therefore, no one is forced to believe that what happened in the heavens two thousand years
ago, was a simple, natural event devoid of meaning. It was an event that occurred right at the
intersection of Christianity and sce in a world created by a God who chose to institute
natural laws, but who, nevertheless, continues to carry out his own purposes.
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Thanks be to God! Amen.

Epiphany 1

The Baptism of Jesus

Date: 10 January 1999

Title: AThe Person and the Work of Jesus
Text: Matthew 3:13L7

This Sunday, we celebrate Jesusod6 baptism.

all the gospels. This celebration is an ancient one, and in modern times it is patterned after
the practice of the Eastern Orthodox Chubdtause, for some reason, it had fallen out of
favor in the Western Church for quite some time.

This event calls us at the beginning of the calendar year to remember our baptisms, and to
examine once again how faithful we have been to our call to f@loigt. For this reason |

have included in the bulletin this week an insert with a typical Baptism Covenant of the type
that are now being used by most denominations to remind us of the relationship between
baptism and the work of ministry. This practitated years ago when the World Council

of Churches published a worship service to be used by all denominations for this purpose,
and it has become widely used. The ministry under consideration here is Christ's ministry,
not our own, and not even the Chuscministry, but, specifically, the personal ministry of
Jesus Christ.

One of the greatest preachers of the early Church, Peter Chrysologus, in the fifth century,
spoke of today's celebration as the psalmist prophesied: "The voice of the Lord is heard
albove the waters." The voice says, "This is my beloved Son, in whom | am well pleased."

These are very interesting words as they take us back to the beginning of the Bible where
God is moving over the face of the waters at Creation, then on to the watdioithed out

T

Noah's civilization, and then to the Chri st

baptism in the River Jordan.

As | mentioned, there has been a renewed interest and a renewed emphasis in this special
day on the Church's calendar. Walenominations use this Sunday to baptize all their
available baptism candidates, thus adding to the emphasis of the day.

Years ago, when | was serving an Episcopal church as organist and choirmaster, that
denomination had an interesting newsletter wittumorous section that included actual,
documented bloopers from church bulletins and newsletters. One church had so many
baptism candidates saved up for this particular Sunday, that the two priests of that parish
decided to use both baptismal fonts: tifaglitional one at the back of the church, and an

older baptismal font that stood in the front of the church. In her crunch to get the newsletter
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printed and mailed on time, the church secretary chose her wording rather hastily as she
wrote about the usef both baptismal fonts, front and back, during the coming Sunday's
worship service. "Because of the number of baptisms in our church this coming Sunday,"
she wrote, "babies will be baptized on both ends."

Whether we have been dunked or poured upon mkiga, whether we were adults at the

time of our baptism, or young adults, or children, or infants, and now have no memory of

the event, today | invite you to reaffirm your baptism, which celebrates through our lives the

ministry of Jesus Christ entrustedus. Today, we celebrate Christ's ministry among us, not

simply our good intentions; not the greatness of our own goals, but the ministry of Jesus

Christ of which we are a part. Through the won
and given evideres of who Jesus is. He is the Son of God, who is always ready and able to

fulfill God's will.

Epiphany 2

Date: 17 January 1999

Title: AThe Lamb of Godbo
Text: John 1:2912

My sermon this morning is a meditation on the theme of Jesus as the Landh of Go

Throughout my years as a pastor, | have often thought it confusing for others, if not also for
me, to think of our Lord as both shepherd and sheep, and | am quite sure that my concerns
about these mixed metaphors began when | was a child. This piisl#specially evident

during the brief time we Christians spend between Christmas and Easter. First we hear
words of prophecy in Advent: "He shall feed his flock like a shepherd; and he shall gather
the lambs with his arm, and carry them in his bosomganty lead those that are with

young." Then, a few months later, we hear, "Behold the Lamb of God, that taketh away the
sins of the world." Then, at Easter, we hear, "Worthy is the Lamb that was slain...." How do
we get from the shepherd to the lamb?

Posibly, some of you are thinking about the texts chosen by Handel for his oratorio, the
Messiah. | do, when | think of these images.

Furthermore, as a church musician | learned that some of the most beautiful liturgical music
ever written has been writtéor the words of the Agnus Dei, the canticle, "Lamb of God,"
which is traditionally sung in liturgical churches just after the Peace, and just before
receiving holy communion. The words are simple, and they are taken from today's gospel
lesson.

O Lamb ofGod, that takest away the sins of the world, have mercy upon us.

O Lamb of God, that takest away the sins of the world, have mercy upon us.
O Lamb of God, that takest away the sins of the world, grant us thy peace.
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The set of three sentences in King JaEaglish lends itself very well to musical settings.

Modern English versions are not quite so po
sins of the world, have me#howlanguagewsntout, . 0 Wo
and the "youwho"laguage came i n, we wound up with, 0
the world, have mercy on us. o0 You who. .. an

translation has disappeared.
Another modern version of the same hymn is:

Jesus, Lamb of God, have mercy on us.
Jesus, bearer of our sins, have mercy on us.
Jesus, redeemer of the world, give us your peace.

Other invocations are also used, such as Jesus, bread of life, and Jesus, Prince of Peace....

John the Baptist gives Jesus two titles in today's lesson: eb@bd and Son of God. Both
are titles of the Messiah. Obviously, according to the Baptist, these two titles stand for the
same person, and mean the same thlagus is the Messiah!

Was John the Baptist, or the writer, John the Evangelist, referringetsain Isaiah

(53:7)?: "He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth; like a lamb
that is led to the slaughter, and like a sheep that before its sheerers is silent, so he did not
open his mouth." Or was John the Baptist, omthiter, referring to the Paschal Lamb, or to

the two lambs that were sacrificed daily in the temple in Jerusalem?

The answer to this question does not seem to be important. Understanding this, however, we
may avoid being concerned about what otherwisesaagn to be a mixed metaphor. After

all, sheep are relatively peaceful, pastoral animals, but they are not very intelligent, and the
Bible contains a number of references to people as sheep that are anything but flattering.

"All we like sheep have gone easy," wrote Isaiah (53:5). These different images of sheep

are not complimentary, and we do not want to mix them here.

"The Lord is my shepherd, | shall not want," reminds us that we, as sheep, need to be
tended. We need to be led to green pasturestifingbsers, and watched over at night. The
rod and the staff of the Lord are needed for our protection, because we do not do very well
on our own. So, why then is Christ called the Lamb of God?

We hear this title, Lamb of God, also on Good Friday. Frergbspel of John we learn that

the crucifixion of Jesus took place on the Friday before the Passover, on which the Jews
slaughtered lambs for their Passover feasts. Therefore, John the Evangelist, the writer of the
fourth gospel, (we are talking about tdifferent persons named John) probably used this

title, Lamb of God, in his writing, because he was writing specifically to Jewish Christians,

not gentiles. Also, it is here and here only that John the Evangelist attaches the gift of the
forgivenessofsis speci fically to Jesusd death. Thi
of God, was sacrificed for us to bear our sins, to redeem the world, and to grant us his peace.
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This is probably what John the Evangelist meant, but what did John the Begatisivhen

these words are put in the Baptist's mouth? What was on the Baptist's mind when he uttered
these words? We do not accurately know. There are many theories, and not all of them are
helpful.

In the book of Revelations (5:6,-1%), we find an adtional reflection: "Worthy is the

Lamb who was slain, to receive power and wealth and wisdom and might and honor and
glory and blessing!" George Frederick Handel chose these verses for the climax of his
oratorio, Messiah. His beginning for part two of diiatorio began with the chorus, "Behold

the Lamb of God, that taketh away the sins of the world," and, yes, the chorus soon sings
about sheep gone astray, but in the ending of part three, the last great utterance before the
Amen, are the wonderful wordm Revelation. Why? Because, | suppose, they were the
greatest words from the Bible that Handel could use before he declared the final AMEN to
his greatest work.

This is my message this morniAgdeed, more of a meditation than a serrsmmething to
meditate upon in the week ahead: Christ, the Lamb of God, who was sacrificed for us to
bear our sins, to redeem the world, and to grant us his peace. Amen.

*

Epiphany 4
Date: 31 January 1999
Title: AThe Spontaneous Qualities of a Gratef

Text: Matthew 5:3+12

Most Christians know the Sermon on the Mount as the essence of the Christian faith and

life. Also, for most Christians, the Beatitudes are known as the essence of the Sermon on the
Mount. It is therefore nothing extraordinary to willingly jane of the world's most widely

read religious authors, William Barclay, in saying that the Beatitudes are the essence of the
essence of the Christian way of life.

Modern translations of the Beatitudes evoke strong feelings and thoughts, for some of them
present the Beatitudes as they were originally preseatedxclamations instead of
statements. HAPPY the poor in spiritt HAPPY those who mourn!

The only problem here is that when the verb is left out in the English language, these
modern ears are confus&Vhether we use blest, or blessed, or happy, or how happy, we
modern folk need the verb in there in order to make sense out of these ancient Greek
exclamations.

But, just for the fun of it, let us go back to the old Authorized Version of the Bible, from

1611, known as the King James Bible, which many of us grew up with. Did you ever notice
the italicized words in the King James Bible?
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Many years ago, | discovered that none of my several King James Bibles anywhere
explained the appearance of those ii&did words. One of my colleagues in seminary used

to insist that they were words that were supposed to be emphasized. How wrong he was.
The words in italics, as they are found in the old King James Version, were words that were
NOT in the original Greek diebrew texts. The translators added them in order to, as far as
the translators were concerned, clarify the meaning of a sentence or phrase for people who
were reading these passages in English. This was an admirable thing to do back in 1611.
(However, tlis also points out that translation usually includes interpretation, which may or
may not be desirable, depending upon the objectivity or subjectivity of the translator.)

If, then, we look at the Beatitudes in the King James Bible, what do we findhdl\tbdi

the verb i s aret hiet gploiocrs .i nii BSlpesrsietd 0 The tran:
to make the Beatitudes into statements. As statements, however, many of the Beatitudes do
not make sense. adfethemeaeknfertha nwiel: | fiBh leesrsietd t he
this year's farm problems, this is |ike say
shall inherit the |l and. 0o As statements, man

Luke's version of the Beatitudes is even mosgitlge than Matthew's. Matthew at least
spiritualizes some of the sayings: fABl essed
ABl essed are the poor. o

Any fool knows that poverty is a curse, not a blessing. There is no greater enemy to human
happiness than poverty. We as a nation know this even as we cut welfare spending, while at
the same time we spend billions of dollars and a great deal of time and energy to pursue and
possess happiness. But the fact is, that true happiness cannot be posgaaseadoifor

that matter.

We need to keep in mind that the word "happiness” comes from the root "HAP," which
means "chance." Blessedness, which can be translated as Happiness, is not a planned
product. It is a deep and peaceful satisfaction that happ#res course of certain attitudes

and actions. So, you see that the moderredddog happiness cult is a farce. Truthfully, |
believe it is a greater source of insecurity and sadness in our society than poverty. The only
security wealthy people haveti®e security against one evjlist one-only one: poverty.

But, is that really security? Is that a real assurance of happiness?

ABl essed are they that mourn. o Isn't this n
absurd to speak of the joy of sow, the gladness of grief, the bliss of a broken heart. SO,
WHAT IS GOING ON HERE?

We can probably go along with the merciful obtaining mercy, and the pure of heart seeing
God, and the blessedness of the peacemakers, but soon we are undone again by the
persecution business.

The beatitudes, by definition, pretend to deal with happiness and true blessedness. But,
where is the spirit of mercy and hospitality and kindness, graciousness, humility, meekness,
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purity of heart, peacemaking, and hungering for nghs? As we listen to the evening news,
where are these qualities to be experienced in the world in which we live? If there is bliss
and happiness in this messed up world, then where on earth is it?

Obviously, Jesus is saying something here that is evea startling than what we have
suspected thus far. | truthfully believe that he is telling us that if there is no bliss or
happiness in our livagght now then there is none. Whether we are rich or poor, in a state

of joy or sorrow; whether we are badd meek, filled or hungry; whether we need to be

merciful or need someone to be merciful to us; whether our hearts are pure or poisoned,
whether the world around us is at war or peace; whether we are being persecuted er praised
-THIS IS IT! THIS IS MY LIFETODAY! THIS IS YOUR LIFE TODAY! So, rejoice, and

be glad in it.

As we understand the Beatitudes in this way, we find how they give us a picture of Jesus.
His Beatitudes are a grand picture of himself. They are not mottoes. They are NOT
statements. Theye@not promises for an indefinite future.

They are exclamations: they are congratulations on our present situations as Christians!

With this in mind | would like to close with a modern translation of the Beatitudes that may
perhaps help us to understamadat Jesus was teaching as he drew a picture of real
blessedness, by describing spontaneous qualities of a grateful life:

BLESSED AND HAPPY

the persons who realize their poverty, their dependence upon God, and their need for the
adequacy of grace. Lackisglfsufficient pride and arrogance, they are open to learn and
grow and expect. Theirs is the real glory of God, the Kingdom, the "government" of God.

BLESSED AND HAPPY

the persons who mourn because their hearts are tender. They mourn their owmcamdiitio
that of the world in which they live. These persons will really know what genuine comfort
is.

BLESSED AND HAPPY

the meek, not the doormats, but the persons who, though strong, so commit themselves to
God that they are entirely Gagntered. They wibe right with God, right with self, and

right with others, and they will really stand and carry through to inherit the earth.

BLESSED AND HAPPY
those who are unsatisfied and continue to hunger for the rightness God desires on the earth.

BLESSED AND HARPY
those who are kind and tendezarted toward others. They will know what God's kindness
and grace really are in their lives.

BLESSED AND HAPPY
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those whose motives are honest and genuine. They shall have the vision of God and see God
at work in and araud them.

BLESSED AND HAPPY
those who work for peace and reconciliation. They are the real sons and daughters of God.

BLESSED AND HAPPY

those who get hurt for right and just causes. Their wounds are meaningful, vicarious, and
redemptive marks of their @enship in the commonwealth of God.

AMEN.

INTRODUCTIONS TO THE SCRIPTURES

Micah 6:18

Both of the Old Testament lessons call us to act in accordance with the reality that we know
is true. The prophet Micah makes this point through a legal confrantsteveen God and
Israel.

Psalm 15

Psalm 15 encourages worshippers to adopt a moral way of life.

|. Corinthians 1:181

In the second lesson, Paul writes of the distinctive manner in which God works for
salvation.

Matthew 5:112

With the Beatitudedylat t hew presents Jesusd teachings
disciples who are real people, living real lives in a real world.

*

Epiphany 5
Date: 07 February 1999
Titl e: ACutting Back on Salt and Conservin

Text: Matthew 5:130
Jesus sdi AfnYou are the salt of the earth and t
today?

As we consider the human activities around this earth of ours, it may seem as if much of
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humanity is cutting back on salt and using light bulbs with lower and lwatages in

order to conserve energy. Of course, we, personally, do not change the world by lowering
our consumption of salt in our daily diets, nor do we prevent brownouts or blackouts by
lowering the wattage of the light bulbs in our living rooms.

We can, however, as Christians, change the world around us, by adding some zest to life,
and by bringing some light of insight into the world around us. How and why? Because,
the point in this morning's gospel lesson, is, that we, as Christians, can be a&ealice

and light in the world in which we live.

When we were baptized, we "put on Christ," as the Apostle Paul might say. In worship
week after week we are cleansed and renewed in our identity with Christ. The result is
our personal response to the s@uof our salt and light as we maintain control over our
lives.

Each of us has probably heard a hundred sermons on salt and an equal amount on light,
but, | would suspect, that even a thousand of each would not dull or taste for salt in the
food we eat ath our desire for sources of light each evening as the sun sets. Salt is
inconspicuous, ordinary, and mixed with countless common foods in order to make them
palatable. Probably most of us can tolerate a low salt diet, because we know that it is
healthy forus, but a salfree diet-YUK!

Every once in a while, especially when Mary and | are both at work in the kitchen trying
to slam dunk a quick meal after a busy day, and there are too many cooks in the kitchen,
something doesn't get the salt shaker wawes . And, YUK.

Noodles boiled without salt in the watefUK! No matter how wonderful the food that is
prepared to go over the noodles, nothing can redeem noodles. Such an oversight robs us.
Likewise, we as Christians, as the salt of the earth, etdeem the world around us or

the world robs us of our Christianity.

So much for the salt, what about the light? We are the light of the world. We humans
shed a great deal of light. All we need to do is look out an airplane window as we fly over
a city m a clear night and we know we shed a lot of light.

Recently, a TV news special pointed out that we humans waste more light than we use,
and thus, waste a great deal of energy. A recent, nighttime satellite photo showed our
nation glowing from illuminate cities and towns and huge metropolitan areas all across
our country. No other nation in the world is lit up at night like the USA. The

commentator was pointing out the fact that most of our energy used to produce light was
going out into space, and thawould be much more economical to concentrate that light
downward, here on earth, where people-twéere it can do some good.

For what purpose should our light shine as Christians? To light up space? Or to bless

others here on earth with "good workthat God may be glorified. The word "works,"
here, means practical helpfulness, as well as good character. Therefore, we are not talking
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about pridefilled exhibitionism, such as that of one of my neighbors, who, every
Christmas, floods his house with emgh energy to illuminate the entire town. Shining for
God is different: it is more down to earth. It takes group responsibility as well as
individual responsibility. It is serious business: It calls for the light of lighthouses, not the
light of billboards

In much of our earthly lives we need to conserve: less salt may be healthier in our diets,
and the conservation of energy benefits all, but not in the life of faith. As Christians we
are free to add as much zest to life as we can, and to turn onlajhtsehat will make

the world glow for God.

INTRODUCTIONS TO THE SCRIPTURES

ISAIAH 58:1-9A: The first lesson underscores the importance of integrating faith into all
aspects of our lives.

PSALM 112:19: Psalm 112 could be read as an extension dfrtéesson, as it praises
ethical action that flows from worship.

I. CORINTHIANS 2::12: In the second lesson Paul continues to argue against the
spiritual boasting of the fundamentalistic Corinthians.

MATTHEW 5:13-20: In the wake of the Beatitudesalthew offers a collection of the
sayings of Jesus to explicate the meaning of discipleship.

*

Epiphany 6
Date: 14 February 1999
Title: AThe Practical Shape of Behavior and

Are Pai do
Text: Matthew 5:2437

Today marks one of the great holidays of the commercial world. Anyone can be a valentine
these days: spouses, of course, but also family members, friends, students, teachers,
neighbors. There aren't too many restrictions nowadays.

Even though the mytbal martyr of third century Rome lost his sainthood decades ago,
because, along with St. Christopher, no one could actually prove that such a person ever
lived, a day remains in his honor, at least to the point of maintaining his name. The
commercial markefor Valentine's Day in America seems to be limitless, just as the other
commercial celebrations, beginning in the fall with Halloween, then Christmas, (the harvest
season is now ignored in most stores), then Valentine's Day, then Easter, then Mother's Da
and, of course, the fourth of July.
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And each commercial holiday has its colors.

During the past week | have thought that the pink and red hues of Valentine's Day also may
reflect this year the faces of many embarrassed congressmen and congresas/tdmegn,

have been involved in the impeachment trial, and of everyone else's embarrassment, from
the president to each and every lowly citizen. If the impeachment madness is over, and | am
not so sure that it is, but, if it is, then | thank God that ives.0

Today's gospel lesson throws some interesting light on the dynamics of the impeachment

dramaas it conveys the practical shape of behavi
think murder is wrong, 0 saifypusbemxhiasinsufiwel | ange
someone, your are |liable to judgment. o The str

the sharpness of the issue.

AYou think adultery is wrong, well lTust is jus
the same league Bsesident Clinton. Do you remember Mr. Carter's embarrassing

interview with Play Boy Magazine, when he, as President, admitted that he had from time to

time felt lust in his heart?

During the Senate trial we heard the term sexual McCarthyism, as pedaie pointed out
President Clinton's human frailties while ignoring their own, only to be similarly
embarrasseeMr. Hyde and Mr. Livingston both, evidently, are adulterarsd | use the
term embarrassment, because | think we all have been embarmatseditpeachment
trial.

The whole soap opera of the impeachment proceedings was a tremendously embarrassing
show of the behavior of human beings, who, although the outward and observable behavior
of those involved may have been much worse than thabefsptit was certainly not much
different from that of anyone else when it came to their inner attitudes and motives toward
other people.

Jesus said, murder is wrong, but so is anger; so is insulting someone; so are sneers and
casual indifference that ragl people as less than who they are in the sight of God. He
affirmed that adultery is wrong, but so is lust. Just because one is done with the whole body
and the other is done only with the mind, doesn't mean there is any difference as far as one's
innerattitudes and motives are concerned.

The point is, that when it comes to keeping harmony in this world, in our nation, in our
communities, in our families, our inner attitudes and motives are just as critical as our
outward observable behavior. Adultesybiad, but so is lusting in one's heart, and so is

sexual harassment, which is somewhere in between the two, because the attitudes and
motives as well as the resulting behavior are wrong. We Christians are to live in a covenant
relationship-that is the bsis of human belonging. We are not only responsible for our own
actionsbut we are also responsible for the good of all. Our actions are more than just what
we want to do. Our actions are to be actions of whiahspouses, our children, our
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grandchildre, our brothers and sisters, our fellow church members and fellow citizens as
well as all humanity and above all, God, can be proud. That is what it means to love others
as we love ourselves. We are interested enough in their welfare, that our actadfestae

by that concern. To love God with all my heart and with all my mind and with all my
strength, is to recognize that what | do carries a much larger role than simple self
satisfaction.

So much then, for the first part of today's gospel lessont s¥ioait the rest?

When | read verses 33 through 36 in today's lesson about vows and making oaths and sworn
testi mony, this also causes me to reflect o
simply answer questions about important matters witmgls yes or no. Did you lie under

oath? Well, not really. Yes or no!

Of course, then the trial went on into the area of exactly what was being lied about: as if that
were the only issue. If we should apply what Jesus says in today's lesson directhgrhowe
how should anyone answer the question of the court, "Do you solemnly swear to tell the
truth the whole truth and nothing but the t
speech? The words "I swear" are still incriminating, and "yes" and "ndadjnare

capable of committing the speaker. Do you know that, historically, the early
Congregationalists in our country and Quakers and others refused to take oaths? To the
guestion asked by the court they would simply reply, "I do so affirm.” They wotishy,

"l swear" and they would not answer yes to the question, "do you swear," because of this
passage from the gospel. They simply affirmed that they would do their best to tell the truth.
To do otherwise was to either lie or rely upon false powers.

During the trial, | was also interested in different reflections that were made on the topic of
judgment. The nature of judgment often preoccupies us. The impeachment-grocess

matter what our personal opinions at®ut the behavior of those involvedesen about

their attitudes or motiveghe process proved this point beyond a doubt. Everyone involved

in the process was undeniably preoccupied with judgment, and, as a result, we might
conclude that they all were wrong. Why? Primarily because the hawhsociety was

shattered by what they did because of the way they did it. The legalism, the judgmental
posturing, the anger, the insults, the sneers, the contempt, the sense of the law being carried
to extremes, made salvation impossible.

Yes,thankGod t 6 s over. And thank God we Christi al
obligations of spirit and deed that gives us forgiveness and power to obey Gedt'gelaw

law of Christ that searches our hearts. This is God's Valentine message for us, to love one
another, because God sends his very best, Jesus Christ, not just a card.

INTRODUCTIONS TO THE SCRIPTURES

Deuteronomy 30:1:20
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The first lesson is a call for Israel to choose life in the land over death in the wilderness, and
thus to enter God's new world

Psalm 119:8

Psalm 119 provides encouragement for the worshiper, who has left the wilderness and
entered the land, to persevere in walking on God's roads in God's world.

[. Corinthians 3:19

The second lesson speaks about genuine spiritualityagamdih the gospel lesson,
confronts false claims and makes assertions about the nature of authentic faith.

Matthew 5:2137

The gospel lesson is concerned with true righteousness.

*

Ash Wednesday

Date: 17 February 1999
Homily

Text: Matthew 6:16, 1621

This evening, we gather together as a community of faith that is beginning a pilgrimage
through the season of Lent to Easter. Fortunately, we will not need to travel with
American Airlines. We will need to have and practice a genuine concern for éach ot
We will express this special concern in several ways this evening: through prayer,
through the celebration of Holy Communion, and through the imposition of ashes.

Through the years, some people have asked me, "What do you burn to make the ashes,"

asif I might smudge some kind of toxic waste on their foreheads? | traditionally use the

palm leaves from the previous Palm Sunday. | will tell you that a number of times during

my ministry, a helpful church custodian or church member or secretary, hasetemgv

driedup bunch of palms from my office and thrown them in the trash, not knowing why |

saved them. Needless to say, |l had a serious
any good ash producing materials.

Using the palms from Palm Sunday for esis an ancient Christian custom and is

practiced by many churches. It provides a practical answer to the question of what should
| do with the palms that have had a religious character imposed upon them. It also
communicates on a deeper level a truthudlbioe transient nature of earthly joys. As a

matter of practicality, the ashes from palm leaves are, fortunately, also rather sticky, so
they stick well when smeared on foreheads.
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A number of years ago, | shared an Ash Wednesday service with a mmustarfother
denomination, who had never used ashes before. Since the service was to be held at her
church, she supplied the ashes. Unfortunately, she did not know about the fine qualities
of palm leaf soot, so she produced, instead, a stinking pile ottigashes, which were

very dry and flaky and did not serve our purposes very well, at all.

(By the way, in the West foyer, there is dish of water and a roll of paper towels so that
you may remove the ashes after the service if you so wish.)

Besides beig a symbol of repentance, and a reminder of our mortality, the ashes tonight
might also emphasize the things that really matter in our lives, as we find them described
in the gospel |l esson. There, Jesus®deywor ds
are a strong directive to give God fighce in our lives, so that God's concerns become

our concerns. This line of thought elaborates and helps us understand the difficult words

of Jesus that immediately precede tonight's text: "Be perfect theratoyeur heavenly

Father is perfect.” (Matthew 5:48) "Be perfect.” That is a big order.

| often remind my dear wife, Mary, that | am not perfect. She, in turn, quite frequently,
reminds me that | am not perfect. She may also remind me that she isfect. perthat
point, | may reply with something like, "Well, you were when | married you, so, what
happened?"

Al"m only human. |l " m only one person. I on
time. | can only be in one place at once. Thereareon s o0 many hours i n a
AOo. K., |l understand, but what else is new?

That's not the point, of course. The point, this evening, is to give Goglfist in our
lives, so that God's concerns become our concerns. Then, we are on our way to
perfection.

Therefore, | beg you to meditate on the words of Jesus this evening. Listen to his
directives to the modesty of true devotion, and then go forth into this evening with the
sign of the cross on your forehead knowing that God's causes are ours. Theaglbese

that are bonded to our foreheads as a sign of repentance, may also be a sign of the cross
of Christ that has become the true character of our very selves.

Let us pray.
Father in heaven, the light of your truth bestows sight to the darkness oeseduMay

this season of repentance bring us the blessing of your forgiveness and the gift of your
light, that your causes may be ours. Grant this through Christ our Lord. Amen.

INTRODUCTIONS TO THE SCRIPTURES
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JOEL 2:12, 1217: The first lesson exples the themes of sin and death that are central
to Ash Wednesday. Here the prophet Joel proclaims the judgment of God on sin.

PSALM 103

[I. CORINTHIANS 5:20B6:10: Paul's words to the Corinthians inform them that those
doing God's will live faultlesslpefore others, but they do not necessarily make a smooth
impression on people.

MATTHEW 6:1-6, 1621: The passages from the gospel lesson give directions for
practicing one's piety. They both warn against using piety to make an impression on
others and adomish the practice of true devotion.

*

Lent 1

Date: 22 February 1999

Titl e: A PBayyei ntgo Golodd Adamo
Text: Romans 5:129

My topic this morning is Paul's contrast between Adam and Christ. Adam represents sin and
humanity's condemnation, while Ctrrepresents righteousness and humanity's acquittal.
Humanity's old ways of sin, disobedience, and death are set against the realities of the new
creation: righteousness, obedience, and life. The old order of things was driven by the power
of sin, or oppeition to and isolation from God, but the new order, manifested in Christ,
operates by the power of grace, or compliance, and connection with God's will.

This is wonderful, but what does it mean?

If we are to reduce human nature to analyzable quantiteas) be understood as presenting
two sides: 1. A lower, physical side, shared with other animals, and 2. A higher side.

Personally, | like to make the contrast between Adam I. and Adam II., or between the Old
Adam and the New Adam, rather than betwiberbiblical Adam and the biblical Christ, so
that | myself can understand the contrast.

Inside most human bodies is a person of dust and a person of heaven: A Mr. or Ms. Hyde,
and a Mr. or Ms. Jeckle. We bear the first by nature, and can reach it thretgstinct.
We bear the second by choice, and reach it through faith and reason.

Paul makes this contrast in his argument, but he does another interesting thing. Beside the
way he contrasts the physical and the spiritual, and the fact that Pashkéeffor granted

the things that really need to be argued, a study of this text from Romans makes it very clear
that Paul was writing about human nattabout the tremendous range of human nature,

and its overwhelming and immense capacity for good.
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Any honest study of human nature, needs to tackle both sides of human nature seriously,
because God did not place us in this world in two separate packages, one physical, the other
spiritual, with a set of instructions on how the contents of both packagdd bkeauixed or
analyzed. God dropped the complete package, intact. And, as it is said, "what God has
joined together, let no human put asunder.”

Thus we are still confronted with the confligtith the irreconcilable hostility that
continually smolders ahwhispers mutiny in the human consciertat continually pits the
ancient savagagainst the potential sin that dwells in every person.

The famous preacher, Harry Emerson Fosdick, called this conflict the problem of combating
the caveman within. In &se enlightened times we may include the cavewoman within. You
see, we are not talking about people with split personalities here. We are talking about you
and me.

How do we use Adam II? Perhaps only to restrain Adam I! So it is that while there are very
few savages around us, there are, by the same token, very few saints.

As a minister of Jesus Christ, | find this very puzzling. If there are so many people who say
they are Christians, why are there so few changes taking place for the good? Whenever a
person earnestly seelts carry on the good will of another, he or she reflects the image of

that person. Therefore, if there are so many Christians around, where is that image; where is
the image of Christ?

Well, God only knows we are doing the best we tfapoth sinner and saint are made of the
same stuff, however, what makes the difference?

In the gospel lesson this morning, we find Jesus tempted just like anyone else. Consider,
though, how he used his instincts, and his determination, and his apdoitibwe clearly

realize that he never trampled or cast out what so many of his followers would call primitive
instincts. He used them. He organized them around NEW purposes and new aims.

Consider his ambition! Ambition is a primitive instinct that camehalinous meanings. It
can also be a great starting point for a great career and a great life. It is a matter of
organization and focus.

An ambitious businessperson may choose to organize his or her energies to become the
richest person in town, or he yndirect them to make that business a blessing to all who
work there, himself included. It is a matter of willpower.

So many times, however, people reflect the image of a person | read about, who, when

asked by his pastor, "Shall | give you somethingrengthen your willpower?," replied,
"NO, just give me something to weaken my conscience."
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We need always to strengthen our willpower, because we need always to deal with the fact
that our Old Adamour primitive instincts are too valuable to throw awEtyey are meant
to be energized, refined, developed, reorganized, and redirected.

Even one of our most base instincts, including our combative spirit, upon which survival
used to depend, which we still have, can have great meaning. We might find exdmples o
such combativeness in our own backyards.

Sometime ago, | read of a cheerful truck drigebig man, who pulled into a small town

like Riceville one night. It was late, and he did not know the area, but he was hungry. So, he
pulled his rig up to the ch in front of a local tavern. He went into the sparsely populated

bar, and was pleasantly surprised with a good meal. Halfway through his dinner, however,
three wildlooking, drunk motorcyclists roared-dpearded, leathgacketed, with swastikas
adornirg their exposed hairy chests and gracing their caps. For no reason at all, they selected
the truck driver as a target. One poured salt and pepper on his head. Another stole his pie
and ate it. The third deliberately upset his coffee.

The trucker never shia word-just got up, paid his check and left.

One of the bikers looked out over the sparse bar crowd, and sneered, “didsssure
ain't much of a fighter."

The bartender, who was peering out the fr
much of a driver either, O6cause he just b
motorcycles."

Idealists have often suppressed Old Adam, and cursed him, and cast him out. Jesus showed
his followers that Old Adam is not to be crushed or crippled owocasbut converted. Old

Adam is not to be repressed, but redeemed.

INTRODUCTIONS TO THE SCRIPTURES

GENESIS 2:1517; 3:27

The familiar story about exposed nakedness in the Garden of Eden explores the
consequences of sin for all humans and for that@reitself.

PSALM 32

Psalm 32 shows us how to petition for God's grace, even when we are all too aware of our
weakness and shame.

ROMANS 5:1219
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In the second lesson, Adam is interpreted as an antitype for Jesus, that is, Adam personifies
the sinflawed old creation, and Jesus embodies the perfect new creation.

MATTHEW 4:1-11

In the gospel lesson, Jesus relives the story of Moses and Israel in the wilderness and of all
of us, as temptations invite us to use God rather than to be used by God.

*

Lent 2

Date: 28 February 1999

Title: AFaith As Gifto
Text: John 3:417

Are you a borragain Christian?
What does it mean to be born AGAIN?

Obviously, when Jesus told Nicodemus that Nicodemus needed to be born again,
Nicodemus did not understand what Jeaeant. Even today, many Christians do not
understand what Jesus meant, which is amazing to me, because this passage from scripture
itself points out the misunderstanding and explains it.

First of all, the idea of rebirth runs all through the New TestarReter speaks of it. James
speaks of it. The Letter to Titus mentions it. Paul addresses the subject at great length with
all his words about dying with Christ and the rising to life anew. Paul also speaks of those
who have just come into the Christiaitl, that is, those who have just been born again, as
babes in Christ. In other words, according to Paul, being born again is not a final act; it is
only A BEGINNING FOR BEGINNERS. "In Christ there is a new creation," wrote Paul in
his letter to the Galeins. In Hebrews we read again of new Christians as babies. All over
the New Testament, this idea of rebirth andrestion occurs. But, wherever we find it, it is
always presented as a beginning, and never as an end in itself.

So, are you a boragain Qiristian? Am I? Well, if it means only that | am a beginner, then |
guess my answer is fiyes. 0

Unfortunately, many Christians still misinterpret the term just as Nicodemus misinterpreted
it.

Nicodemus was a very interesting man. He was wealthy. He waarsé®. He was also

a puzzled man. Something was lacking in his life, but he obviously did not know what

was lacking. When Nicodemus came to Jesus one night, he said to Jesus that no one
could help but be impressed with the signs and the wondersthatJesu d. Jesusao
was that it was not the signs and the wonders that were really important; the important
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thing was that Nicodemus needed to change hisalifé that such a change in a person's

inner life could only be described as a new birth. Buimbiel Jesus used to describe the

change confused Nicodemus. The word we translate into English as "born again," is rather
ambiguous in the original Greek. It could mean, "born again,” but it would more likely
mean, born Afr om ab ofwom thebedinhing,claborn "admpletelytne an b or n
or born "radically.” That is, the New Testament Greek can mean all of these. But, in the
Aramaic language, which Jesus spoke, this term can mean only born "from above," that is,
born "from God." Perhaps that is tteason why Nicodemus misunderstood what Jesus was
saying. Jesus said what Jesus thought meant born "from above," but Nicodemus's Greek and
Aramaic were a little weak and, therefore, Nicodemus heard "born again,” and Nicodemus
misinterpreted what Jesus wsss/ing.

You see, Nicodemus thought he could change his life from below.

This past Thursday, as | waited for Mary to recover from her surgery, | read through the
Thursday New York Times, the Wall Street Journal, and my new copy of the Atlantic
Monthly, in that order. In the Atlantic, | read an amazing article written by a theologian,
titled, "The Market As God."

The New York Times has always represented to me what a newspaper should be, if a person
has most of every day to read it. The Wall Street Zbunpon the other hand, has always
seemed to me to be an uneasy marriage between the world's finest business reporting and, in
the editorial section, the world's worst crackpot journalism. On Thursday, however, after
reading the entire contents of thesthipublications | just mentioned, | realized that the

Atlantic writer made a great deal of sense. The publications of the business world, namely
the Wall Street Journal, "bear a striking resemblance” to the literature of the Bible. The
market, we are assd, possesses divine attributes. They are not always completely evident

to us mortals, but they must be trusted and affirmed by faith.

The market, we are told, is able to determine what human needs are, what copper and capital
should cost, how much barseand CEOs should be paid, and how much jet planes, running
shoes, and surgeries should cost. But how do we know the market's will?

Well, the market is embodied in a bull or a bear. It must be fed and kept happy under all
circumstances, just like an aeot god. Sometimes, its appetite may seem excessi@&b
billion bailout here, and a $50 billion bailout thebeit the alternative to assuaging its
hunger is too terrible to contemplate.

Like the market, the traditional God of Protestant prayer isoft¢e nvoked as one Aunt
whom al |l hearts are open, al/|l desires known, a
biblical god, THE MARKET already knows the deepest secrets and darkest desires of our

hearts-or at least would like to know them.

But one suspés, | am certain, that divine motivation differs in these two cases, because one
is from above, and one is from here below.
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If we can be born from below, well, then, free enterprise is all we need. The Market makes
available the religious benefits that once required prayer and fasting, without, of course, the
awkwardhess of denominational commitment or the tedious ascetic discipline that once
limited their accessibility.

Nicodemus was a truly fortunate man, obviouslybmrgai n fifrom bel ow. 0 B
puzzled man. He wanted to be changed, but he also knew tt@ildanot change himself.

(pause)

So, one night, he came to Jesus for a talk.

Let us pray.

God our heavenly Father, help us to hear clearly what your Son is saying, that we may

receive new life. Enlighten us with your Word, that we may find the waguoglory,

which is a gift Afrom above. 0 We ask this t
INTRODUCTIONS TO THE SCRIPTURES

GENESIS 12:14a

The first lesson deals with the theme of God's divine promise of life and blessing.

PSALM 121

Psalm 121 is a sgrof praise to God for the gift of peace and salvation, which gives
encouragement to the worshiper to seek the security of God's grace.

ROMANS 4:15, 1317

The second reading from Romans forms a parallel to the first lesson from Genesis: both
texts focuon Abraham and present him as a model of faith.

JOHN 3:117
The gospel lesson presents an encounter between Nicodemus, a religious leader, and Jesus.

Evidently, Nicodemus came to Jesus to confirm certain conclusions that some people were
forming as theypbserved Jesus.
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Lent 3

Date: 07 March 1999

Title: AAn Unwinding Conversationo
Text: John 4:542

It was high noon, and it was hot. Jesus and a small group of his followers had been traveling
for hours, and they were exhausted and hungry. Jesusaatadinead to rest. This was not

just the wellhead of any old well, but the famous well of Samaria, thought to have been dug
by Jacob, whose tomb was nearby. Can we picture Jesus sitting on the wellhead? Can we
sense the heat of noonday in that land?w@&aanderstand how thirsty and hungry he might
have been?

The scene reminds me of a song that Mary and | used to sing with Allen on a very hot day,
when he was young. It is a Southern song about popcorn:

Too pooped to pop,

And [ ain't lyin',

Too pooped t@op,

Just a | ayin
Gotta get off the bottom,
Gotta get up on top.

O Lord, I d6m just too pooped to pop.

here and fryin',

Where was Jesus? As far as a Jew of his day was concerned, he was in the middle of
nowhere, that is, nowhere any respectable Jew vibuldihe Jews hated the Samaritans.

The Samaritans were descendants of the Israelites of the northern Kingdom, but they had
intermarried with nordews. That is something true Jews do not do. Even today, if a son or
daughter of a very conservative, Orthodexvish family marries a nakew, the family has

a funeral service for the son or daughter.

After the exile in Babylonia, the Samaritans had their own temple, but, about a century
before Christ, the Jews tore it down, because they believed that God ewddshipped
only in Jerusalem.

The | and of Palestine in Jesus6 day was only a
as far as Ames is from Riceville, or Des Moines is from Nashua. But within those 120 miles,

there were three definite divisionstefritory. To the north was Galilee; to the south was

Judea, and in between was Samaria.

Evidently, Jesus had become embroiled in a controversy about baptism in Judea, and he
decided to move his operations to Galilee. He also decided to take the stiodugh
Samaria, which could be done in three days, rather than go around Samaria, and have to
cross the Jordan River twice, thus making the trip twice as long. On the way, he and his
followers came to the famous fork in the road just short of the tb®gabmar where there is

to this day a well that is known as Jacob's well.
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This was an area that had many Jewish memories attached to it. Here Jacob bought a piece
of ground, and on his deathbed bequeathed that ground to Joseph. When Joseph died in
Egypt, his body was taken back to Palestine and was buried on this same ground.

When Jesus and his friends came to the famous fork in the road, Jesus sat down to rest. His
disciples went on into town to buy some food. Jesus was too tired to go with themaso he s
on the wellhead. Then along came a Samaritan woman.

Why this woman came to the well is something of a mystery. The well was more than a
half-mile from town. Village women would usually gather water in town in the coolness of

the early evening, and lirgat the watering place to share gossip and the news of the day.
Why was this woman alone in a lonely place under the baking noonday sun? Was she such a
moral outcast that she dared to draw water only when no one else was around?

Evidently, Jesus had rohg to draw water with, so he took the opportunity to ask the
woman to give him a drink. But Samaritans and Jews did not speak to each other, so the
woman was greatly surprised that he spoke to her.

What a scene! Jesus was wearied; he was too poopeq, timp tired even to go with his
disciples to buy food; he was glad to rest, alone in a place of historical memories, alone with
God. And, then, along comes Monica Lewinski.

There are few stories in the gospels that show us so much about the chajestes,cs

this story does. He is so human here, so weary of the-eahdusted. In the fourth gospel,

John usually stresses the divinity of Jesus, not his humanity. Why then do we find here
someone struggling with his humanity just as we struggle? Wheis us 6 | i f e just
effort as ours?

John shows us a person who was dead tired, but who also had to go on. Then along comes a
woman, and John shows us the warmth and sympathy of Jesus. The barriers between Jews

and Samaritans were broken down foirsstant. Here was God so loving the world, not in

theory, but in action. The woman was shocked. First of all, as | already mentioned, Jews did

not speak to Samaritans. Second, no man, especially a Rabbi, would speak so familiarly

with any woman. Surprise the woman tried to use her religion as a shield, but it did not

work. Jesus was not to be deflected by side issues. He answered her briefly, and, evidently,

she caught the vision of God that Jesus reflected. Then she faced herself and saw herself as
sher eal |l y was. She was amazed at Jesusd unde
discovery.

The actions of this woman have much to tell us about real Christian experience. When we

meet Jesus Christ, our fir sttwhanlwds,iamddobks mi gh
at what | am now. This is what Christ has d
Let us pray.

41



Heavenly Father, you have taught us to overcome our sins by prayer and by works of mercy.
When we are discouraged by our weakness, give us confidence in yoWmask this in
Jesus' name. Amen.

INTRODUCTIONS TO THE SCRIPTURES
EXODUS 17:17

Both the first lesson and Psalm 95 seek to answer the question, is the Lord in our midst, or
not? The motif to answer that question in the first lesson, is the miragiffoofswater in
the wilderness.

PSALM 95

Psalm 95 provides commentary on the wilderness story, shifting from the wilderness to
worship, and cautioning us about testing the presence of God in the midst of worship itself.

ROMANS 5:311

The second less@resents a tough piece of Paul's theology in the form of a meditation on
justification. The main concern of this section of Romans is the life of the Christian
community, especially in its experience of grace.

JOHN 4:542 (515, 1926, 3942)

The gospelesson is a beautiful, elaborate narrative that is structured much like the one
about Jesus and Nicodemus. Narrative leads to conversation as scenes and characters come
and go, and the identity of Jesus Christ is revealed.

*

Lent 4

(One Great Hour of $ting Special Mission Offering for the United Church of Christ)
Date: 14 March 1999

Title: AFifty Great Hour so

Text: Mark 16:15

Jesus said to his followers, "Go into all the world." (Mark 16:15)

One Great Hour of Sharing is fifty years young today,guoidg stronger than ever, helping
more people than ever throughout the world. In 1949, gifts to One Great Hour of Sharing
reached needy people in only a handful of countries. Today, as we worship, OGHS is
touching lives of persons in more than 70 counttie4949, gifts to One Great Hour of

Sharing provided only stopgap aid to victims of war and the consequences of war. Today
OGHS responds with sustained support to a variety of human needs: refugee resettlement,
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disease prevention, community economic ttgwaent, crop diversification, literacy
training, land mine removal, and many more, and continues to provide emergency relief to
victims of hurricanes, droughts, earthquakes, and floods.

As | have studied the work that is supported by this unique;feataroffering, | am

inspired and moved to think of all the lives that have been touched by this offering since
1949. Every gift to One Great Hour of Sharing makes a difference. Less than five percent of
this offering goes to overhead. Thus, over 95% gwestly to missions. And it gets there,

too, because the United Church of Christ works with local church partners, not
governments. These Christian partners are at the scene of the earthquake, or the hurricane,
or the water project. They know how to useongces effectively, and they let God's love

shine forth as they do so. Our gifts to One Great Hour of Sharing are channeled through our
own UCC Office of Global Sharing of Resources and also through Church World Service.
Whether it is emergency relief flood victims here in the Midwestern United States, as in
1993, or people in Florida who lost their homes in wildfires, or people in Turkey who lost
their homes in earthquakes, or assistance to refugees in Southern Africa, or technical aid to
attack perstent poverty in Asia or Latin America, or aid to children in Cambodia who lost
their legs in land mine explosions, or buying baby chicks for a family that has just reclaimed
its farm in Bosnia, or covering the cost of polio vaccinations for childrencarétjua, One

Great Hour of Sharing continues to be in the forefront, helping marginalized people to
improve their lives.

The words of church leaders who promoted One Great Hour of Sharing in 1949 instruct us
still: "This nationwide united effort by Ameats Christians (I would add that Canadian
churches are now also involved.) has an importance far beyond the practical goal of fund
raising, for this great joint program will not only strengthen the important relief and
rehabilitation work of the churcheserseas, but it will prove to all the world how great is

the power generated when Christians unite in a common cause."

Our generosity toward others in the new millennium and in the new century will determine

what kind of world we will leave our childrema generations to come. In 1949, the world's
population was 2.5 billion; it now approaches 6 billion. As the challenge increases, so must

the resolve.

Therefore, it is good to know that today we have one more opportunity, thier$ifiy

North Americato reach beyond our grasp to give help, to give himpgiye life and to

foll ow Jesusd command to "go into all the w
INTRODUCTIONS TO THE SCRIPTURES

l. Samuel 16:113

The first lesson is the accounttbé anointing of David by Samuel and explores what it
means to be anointed by God.

Psalm 23
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Psalm 23 is a prayer song in which the worshiper who has experienced threatening events
also experiences the security of God through anointing.

Ephesians 5:34

In the second lesson the author addresses Christian behavior of the time but affirms Christ's
crucial role in the Christian life.

John 9:141

Today we once again look at a long story from the gospel of John. Basically, this healing
story offers rich irplications for the way Christians perceive their lives.

*

Lent5
Date: 21 March 1999
Titl e: fnThe Power of the Divine Wordbo

Text: Ezekiel 37:114

Ezekiel's vision of the valley of dry bones is one of the most vivid in all scripture. The
setting, of cowge, is the exile in Babylon. The Jews are a displaced people, who have lost
their land, their livelihood, their national identity, and, most seriously, their faith. Their God,
after all, had promised them life in the Promised Land as the fulfilment eabh&tion that

was wrought out of the Exodus. In exile, however, they now find themselves to be a
wilderness people again.

Before we get too involved in the story, however, let us play around with the vision just a
little. It is one of my favorites.

During my seminary years, | was a student assistant minister in a church that had a large and
very active youth ministry. Each year the youth group had a retreat at the Connecticut
Conference retreat house on Fishers Island, served by a ferry steamerewtlafridon,
Connecticut. The island is actually New York State territory, and, except for this one

property, is a very exclusive, private summer community.

Because of the island's strategic importance, large gun emplacements were built on the
island duringhe first and second world wars to protect the New London harbor and the
submarine base. In one of the largest underground bunkers, those who frequented the retreat
house maintained a primitive, windowless chapel, with a cross made of driftwood, and a
large, old table for an altar, on which two candles provided the only light. The venue was
intended to rereate the feeling of the earliest Christians who met secretly to worship in the
catacombs of Rome.
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| was in charge of the worship service that year.ap@oached the bunker after supper as
the sun was going down, and we entered the catacomb chapel with flashlights.

| then asked everyone to turn off the flashlights as | lit just one candle on the altar. |
introduced my topic concerning hope and Godtofjthe Spirit, and then | read this

chapter from Ezekiel. The single candle cast an incredible collection of shadows on the
walls, and, as | read about the rattling bones, the shifting shadows of the youth seemed to
move closer and closer together.

| will share with you that we ended our eerie worship experience with everyone lighting his
or her own candle to symbolize the light of hope and the light of God's Spirit and the light of
Christ, and we sang about bringing that light into the world, andtme was ablaze with

light as we left, and we processed out into the calm, dark night with our candles literally
bringing light into the darkness around us. A nice finish, yes, but what | remember most
were the squirming shadows, moving closer and clogaeihight of that one candle.

The classidnterpreters Biblentroduces Ezekiel's vision with awesome and amazing
clarity:

The opening section for the chapter is among the most important in the whole Bible,
and the preacher will turn to it again andiagso rich in suggestion and inspiration

is it. We have here one of those instances in which what seemed at the time only a
wild flight of imagination has been amply substantiated by the course of events. We
stand at a point at which the power of God altytbreaks into history and gives it a
new direction.

Why does thénterpreter's Biblemake such a big deal out of this passage? Well, think of the
vision. Think of the images. | recal/l i n th
portrayed the heoifying genocide in Cambodia, the shocking scene along the riverbed

where dry bones are protruding out of the sandy shoreline: hundreds of bones, thousands,

tens of thousands, perhaps. So it was that Ezekiel compared his hopeless, exiled people to

the drybones of an actual battlefield. Judah had struggled against Babylon and the Jews

were crushed. The great valley in Judah, where the last battle was fought, was scattered with
disinterred bonessymbols of dashed hopes, and the desperate situation ofinose

survived only to be dragged off into slavery. And God says to the prophet, | want you to go
preach to those bones. (ATh-eemeniberthedd, t hem b
spiritual?)

Now, | take my calling to the ministry seriously, and | haveptad God's call to spread the
gospel of Jesus Christ as best | can, and | have preached to many and various congregations,
but, certainly not to a congregation like Ezekiel's.

"Mortal, can these bones live," asks God?

"God only knows," replies Ezekiel.
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"Go preach to those bones," says God. "Say to them, 'Dry bones, hear the word for God.™
And Ezekiel preached to the bones, and suddenly there was a rattling.

Perhaps the most amazing part of this story is that Ezekiel is no mere spectator of the
miracke. He is the agent of change. Through him, the mortal, not God, the transformation
was affected. "Go preach to those bones," commanded God. He, Ezekiel, was to speak the
Word of God where there was no one to hear it. The Word of God would create its own
hearers. Even after all the hopes of the Jewish people had peidlibe appearances of

hope had perishedhe, Ezekiel, was to continue as before. He was not to abandon his
mission just because there seemed to be no hope for success. His fidelityoallohe w

release new powers that would bring new life to his people.

Who among us here this morning has not stood at some time or other by a pile of dead
hopes? Who has not faced a situation in which any possibility of recovery seemed to be
ruled out in advare?

Just last week, a friend of mine in Nashua was diagnosed with colon cancer and had radical
surgery to save his life. He and his wife had been on adwadfed vacation in Las Vegas

where he became suddenly ill. So, they canceled the vacation, amthackrhome, and

now he is in Rochester. At such times we can appreciate the message of Ezekiel's vision. It
speaks to us of a God who can achieve more than we can imagine. But there is still work for
us to do. As with the surgeons who operated on mydrier too are agents through whom
transformations are affected. We are they who must cling to our faith, continue our work,
and keep the vision. Our lives are filled with the imponderable, and the incalculable. These
situations may seem at first sight ®dmnly accident, or chance, but a deeper discernment
sees in them the signs of a creative and revolutionizing power from God, if we keep the
vision.

God's Spirit is not ours to command, but it is given to us when we are faithful.

| recall one of my collagues in seminary who took great pride in the fact that he needed to
spend very little time on sermon preparation. One day, in preaching class, our professor
shared a few harsh words with the class about our colleague's apparent lack of preparation.
My colleague confessed, in front of God and everybody, that he usually carefully wrote out
the first part of his sermon, but that he routinely left the rest to the Spirit. Our professor then
commented that he had thought the introduction to the sermon wassfifag.as the rest of

the sermon was concerned, however, perhaps the Spirit was just having a bad day.

As believers, we must not only keep up the hope, we must also keep up the work, and, then,
we will keep the vision.

INTRODUCTIONS TO THE SCRIPTURES

EZEKIEL 37:1-14
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The first lesson, which is my sermon text for the morning, is the eerie story of the dried and
wind-blown bones that sprang back to life as though we were watching a motion picture in
reverse. It reminds me of the joke about the countryanesinger and recording star, who,

as he listened to his song being played backwards, got his dog back, and his truck back, and
his girl back.

PSALM 130
Psalm 130 is a penitential prayer.
ROMANS 8:611

Both of the New Testament readings are concegbedt life-the new life of believers in
Christ, which is a major Lenten theme.

JOHN 11:145

Once again we have a long passage from the gospel of John. Once again | will abbreviate it,
but I do commend it to you in its entirety. We have here anotheclenstry with

description. Here we find Jesus as the source ferddecifically, eternal lifeand an

existence greater than life. This life in Christ is ours personally, but it also draws us into
community and discipleship.

Palm / Passion Sunday
Date: 28 March 1999
Titl e: AWhat God Would Doo

The tone of Palm Sunday is set by the crowd, which gathered on that joyful day. But the
exuberance and the drama of that day fail to displace an undertone within the gospel
accounts of that day.

It will be my task this morning to reconcile, as best | can, the tone and the undertone of Palm
Sunday.

There were Hosannas that eéosannas saved for centuries, for that one-dag there

were beatitudes shoutetBlessed is he who comes in the name of the LetttiEit had only
been murmured before. And there were branches thrown in the path of the king. That was
the tone.

But there was also the haunting undertone: the haunting history of Jerusalem, which,

through the centuries, had destroyed every prophet wdralaved to trespass within the

city walls. Jerusalem was not a bad city as
problems had recourse. A person could take civil complaints to the Sanhedrin, the nation's
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high court, and usually get a fairaiii One could take criminal or political complaints to the
Roman Procurator, and usually get a fair hearing. One could also take certain complaints to
the puppet king, in this case, Herod, and have a hearing. But it was another matter, entirely,
for a proghet to take his prophecy to Jerusalem. Historically, that meant only onettieng
demise of the prophet. Jesus knew that. Jesus knew the history of his people. He also knew
their needs, and he knew their most sincere desires.

Therefore, it should not srprising that the writers of the gospels preserved both the tone

and the undertone of the Palm Sunday story: th
needs and sincere desires of his people, and the undertone set by recalling Jerusalem's

history.

The writers of the gospels are very careful as they direct their blame for what happened to
Jesus in Jerusalem. The blame is placed not on the citizens, but, rather, on their leaders.
Jesus represented the needs and the sincere desires of the peoplppbtitdhéeaders did

not. Then, as today, there was a-gagreat gapan abyssbetween the people and their
leaders.

As we review the news coverage of the struggle in what was Yugoslavia, we realize there is
still a great gap between the needs ancese desires of the people in that former republic

and their political leaders, namely president Slobodan Milosevic. The governments of
Western nations, especially the nineteen nations who belong to NATO, have finally decided
to do something, instead obthing, to end the persecution of ethnic groups, especially the
persecution of Muslims by the Serbians. But a great gap still exists, because the political
leaders have decided to use bombs and missiles, and, as more than one commentator has
noted, no amaut of bombs and missiles is going to prevent Serbian police and militia from
entering Kosovo schools and homes and shooting everyone they find inside. No one will be
saved from the terror there until there are people on the ground helping to meet the needs
and sincere desires of the people in Kosovo. This of course is the reason why the negotiators
insisted on a peacekeeping force in Koseapeople presence. And yet, not one of the
nineteen nations involved in the attack on the Serbians will commit ghmaons in order

to invade the region. Why, because they do not want their sons coming back home in body
bags. Therefore, the bombs and rockets will have to do.

How can God work when there is such a great gap between what God would do for his
people and wat God's people would not do because of the decisions made by their leaders?

What about persecution in other areas of the world? Take Sudan, for instance, the largest
country in Africa. Nearly two million people have died there, compared to Bosnia®300,

and Kosovo's 1,000. And most of the dead were from southern Sudan, which is Christian.
They were killed by northern Sudanese when they refused to convert to Islam. In Rwanda
nearly one million have died in civil war. No politicians of internationalitere doing

anything about that. And yet, the world around us is made up of persons pretty much like
you and me. We, you and I, and people like us throughout the WOV that we are

certainly not responsible for what the world around us has be¥gen€hristians, however,

also know that we, as human beings, are the only ones who can change this world into what
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it ought to be. Political leaders are not going to do it; they never have and they never will.
Bombs are not going to do it, either.

What the are our chances as the only ones who can make the change?

Have you ever noticethat even in our better moments on our better days, our good
thoughts and our good deeds can go completely unappreciated by others, just like those of
Jesus? And yet, we &w that those good deeds and thoughts are the only hope God has on
this earth today, and that the good things of God will continue to be unreceived until our
good spirit and our good deeds prevail.

When we understand that, then we find harmony betwedartkeand the undertone of
Palm Sunday.

INTRODUCTIONS TO THE SCRIPTURES

Isaiah 50:499a

The Old Testament Lesson explores the call of the suffering servant.

Psalm 31:916.

Psalm 50 is a lament from the perspective of one who is suffering.

Philippians2:5-11

Both of the New Testament lessons are concerned with the passion and death of Jesus. The
fﬁg(é?éjsfsson indicates the selfless, sacrificial obedience that brought Christ to his death on

Matthew 26:1427:66

The gospel lesson focusesenslus 6 fi nal hour s.

*

Easter Sunday
Date: 04 April 1999
Title: AThe Day of Procl amationo

This past week, | received an Easter letter and offering envelope from a church | once
served. At the top of the letter was the title, "God's Great Metaphor.&éff&ewas very

attractive and well written: "Who has not been delighted with crocuses peeking green and
fresh through a blanket of late snow? Who has not mused at pussy willow blossoms popping
boldly along spindly whips, wearing shades of gray, which comepit the hues of early
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Spring? Who has not studied closely a stark branch of a maple tree to find the source of the
hint of green, which can be sensed in its barren spagaspoint here a dot there? Who

has not smiled at the first robin flitting igghantly among patches of dirty snow? These are

the first stirrings of springGod's metaphors for the resurrection of Christ. What has died,
lives again! He who was gone, has returned."

That is a fitting metaphor here in lowa, but where is the exclam&t®oLELUJAH!?
And where is the proclamation, CHRIST IS RISEN! CHRIST LIVES!?

In the secular world around us, especially that of the commercial world, we also have
fertility images of eggs and rabbits. Spring symbolism has become the content of the Easter
message, and resurrection is reduced to a biological nee@sstyeneration of the earth.

These metaphors are fine. | am not about to knock them, but there is more.

We celebrate Eternal Life this morning. We celebrate the resurrection of Jeshs, not t
pagan, Platonic doctrine of immortality, or the Rites of Spring. And there is a great
difference between these doctrines.

Today we celebrate what God has done through the work of salvation, not just what God has
done in creation. Salvation is the cat@eour exclamation, Hallelujah! And salvation is the
cause of our proclamation, CHRIST IS RISEN!

| thought this fact was clear to me, but years ago it was suddenly clarified and put into very
sharp focus. A colleague of mine embarked on a pulpit exehaitiy a Congregational

minister from New Zealand. | envied my colleague greatly, for he was doing something |
would love to do. The exchange took place in the Spring. Off went my colleague with his
family to New Zealand for six months, and the New Zeafmrdonage family arrived
simultaneously here in lowa for a sixonth stay. Before Easter, at a meeting of our
ministerial association, we were discussing the celebration of Easter in the United States,
among different traditions, and everyone presentusesy the same kinds of metaphors, for

all of us were enjoying the first stirrings of Spring, and trying to come up with yet one more
attentiongetting metaphor to use in an Easter sermon. Our new friend from New Zealand
looked at us with widepeneyes.Gent | emen, " he interrupted,
that on half of this planet, clearly, in half of the world, Easter occurs in the Autumn?”

Obviously, our "down under"” colleague in ministry, even though he, also, enjoyed the first
stirrings of Spmg as much as anyone else, had a different set of metaphors for Easter, but
his exclamation was the same: HALLELUJAH! And his proclamation was the same:
CHRIST IS RISEN!

If we are going to be historically accurate, and geographically accurate, we sighbtd

that ancient Palestine, and modern Israel, have, basically, two seasons: summer and winter
a hot, dry season, and a cooler season with some rain. Their growing season is during the
cooler, more moist, season, because nothing grows during tligyhetason. Therefore,

their harvest season is in what we would call Spring. So, none of the metaphors we can
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derive from the scriptures, would have anything to do with what we call Spring, that is, with
blooming things, or, for that matter, with anythithgt is about to sprout or grow.

Our gospel lesson this morning points out a similar misunderstanding. Mary, however, is
moved in her encounter with the risen Christ from misunderstanding to belief, and she runs
to share the good news with the disciplesll the events of the gospel lesson we see that it
is the presence and activity of the Lord that bring the full transformation of life, which
moves us into the true dynamics of Christian life and community.

It is not merely from what we see and beliesden in the first stirrings of Spring, that we

live as Christians. We form our existence through the real presence of Christ in our lives. All
that we have, which brings understanding to faith, is what Christ gives us. THE LORD IS
RISEN! HE IS RISEN, INIEED! ALLELUIA!

Now, every morning, every season, will be filled with blessing and salvation! Alleluia!
Amen!

Let us pray.

Great God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, and our Father, we rejoice in the resurrection
of Christ and in your promise of et life. May the message of Easter give us the strength

to break away from the power of sin and evil in our lives. May this good news free us to
worship, and to serve and praise you even more. Release your blessings to us now as we
enjoy this meal [Holy Gmmunion] together. May your new life be felt in us and around us.
May your love be shared by all. May your glory brighten our days. And may your grace
forever fill our hearts. Amen.

Easter 2

Thomas Sunday

Date: 11 April 1999

Title: ATisaebksesDPDoubhtddspen
Text: John 20:1281

There are a number of things in life that we are forced to do alone. No one else can really

see for us. No one else can really hear for us. No one else can really touch or feel for us. Just
think of theudkRrom, ndipemsonah adequately des
personal touch. No one else can really stand in our place at a meeting, or speak adequately

for us. These are things we must do alone. And so it is with the private places in our lives
whereinwe encounter the risen Christ.

In this morning's gospel lesson we find this true of the disciple Thomas. Thomas had not

been in the presence of the other disciples when Jesus appeared to them, and, therefore, he
did not believe, even though the other ghiss told him about the appearance. Why didn't
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Thomas believe the other disciples? Because Thomas, like so many of us, had to come to
belief on his own.

There is great honesty in honest doubt, because life is full of things that may be so, but
unless wepersonally experience them, we cannot be certain about them.

In his last book, written in the 1960's, the famous theologian, Leslie D. Weatherhead, wrote
that many secalled Christianare sure of certain Christian truths; they are attracted by
Christ, and they seek to show his spirit, but they cannot honestly and conscientiously "sign
on the dotted line." They can honestly say, "It may be so," but they must also add, "I do not
know."

| have witnessed a number of things personally during my life, lawte &lso ALMOST
witnessed a number of things, and have had to say something like, "It may be so. | do not
know."

Years ago, | was on a business trip to southern lllinois to the Wicks Pipe Organ Co. factory.
Just south of lowa City, where Route 218 cong@esnto a two lane road, from a divided
highway, a woman driving a small red automobile pulled out into what she evidently
thought was the passing lane, not realizing that she was now-imaytraffic. She swiped

an oncoming pickup truck, then scrapémhg the side of an eightesvheeler to smack

headon into the trailer's back tires. | could see, way ahead of me, up the next hill, the
commotion, but even though | was the next car behind that red car in the southbound lane, |
was too far away to clearlyitness what happened. | will not offer to you today a full

account of that tragedy, but one thing | did immediately when | arrived on the scene was to
get my fire extinguisher out of my trunk and stand by, because gasoline was dripping on the
ground. Otlers more knowledgeable of emergency first aid did what they could until the
ambulances arrived. When the rescue workers arrived, the police started asking withnesses
about the accident. | knew quite a bit about what had happened, but, you see, | did not
acually experience it as an eyewitness. My answers to most of the policeman's questions
were, "l don't know." | was too far away from the actual event to honestly say anything
more. My intellectual integrity could have allowed me to say a number of thingsyhs

not an eyewitness, and, therefore, my only honest answer was, "I don't know."

| am certain that every thoughtful person would have to admit that there are times when we
are baffled by life as life presents itself. Our doubts, in such instanedgraest doubts.
Likewise, we can also be baffled by Christian beliefs and truths as they are presented.

In Weatherhead's famous book, he offers sound advice to the baffled. He says, follow Jesus
of Nazareth and learn from him, just as his disciplesAtidept Jesus Christ as your guide

to God. When you doubt, start here, by just following, and then let your unfolding
experiences lead to wider circles of understandings.

We are to remember Je
I

s6 simple ctall to disci
believe everything I i

s u
be eve just yet, o0 says J
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way to God." Jesus seemed to be confident that the sincere disciples would, in time, develop
all the beliefs that were really needed.

With Weatherhead's fine #ing in mind, we might understand why the story about the
doubting disciple, named Thomas, is inserted in the gospels. Yes, it indeed leads us to the
assertion, "Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe,” but it is
probably also tere because so many pilgrims in the Christian faith, at certain times, identify
with Thomas.

The famous English writer, G. K. Chesterton, once remattkaiconly materialists and
madmen "never have doubts." He went on to claim that the real mark @heebslight be
the ability to doubt honestly. Real doubt, coming from a reverence for truth, is from God,
claimed Chesterton. Real doubt does not forbid questions, nor does it answer questions
prematurely. Instead, it reaches beyond understanding anklcasst questions. The work
of doubting is essential to faith. If we do not deal seriously with life's most serious
guestions, how can we deal with the answers?

Years ago, Elizabeth Kubk&oss became very famous and rather prosperous leading
seminars one&hth and dying. In one of her books, she wrote, "Before | started working with
dying patients, | did not believe in life after death. | now believe in life after death, beyond a
shadow of doubt.” That is not a statement of faith; that is a statement ¢ffawt very
impressed with her concept of immortality. Why? Because she confuses belief with
knowledge. But many people have the same problem. | believe that Jesus Christ rose from
the dead, but | don't know that he did. | wasn't there. If faith iateenof knowing rather

than believingthen we would not have churches, that is, we would not have worship
centers, we would have only research centers.

Then, when do faith and fact, belief and knowledge come together? Well, they have come
together in ny life, and | have seen them come together in the lives of people | have known
and loved.

When | think of people who used doubt's tireless eeassnination to great advantage, |
think of my maternal grandmother. When she made a statement of faithalswvasually

a statement of fact. During my last visit with her in the nursing home, she said to me,
"Tommy, if | did not KNOW that | have a loving Savior, | would be very discouraged.” My
grandmother had faced many trials during her life, but throwihsihe kept following and
she kept learning, and she found all the beliefs she really needed.

INTRODUCTIONS TO THE SCRIPTURES
ACTS 2:14A, 2232
In the weeks after Easter, readings from the book of Acts traditionally replace the usual Old

Testament lesms. Today's first lesson is part of a speech by Peter, who claims that God
acted through Jesus and that God's divine plan is fulfilled in and through Jesus.
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PSALM 16

Psalm 16 is a psalm of trust, which Peter quotes in his sermon found in the secterd chap
of Acts.

|. PETER 1:39

The second lesson probes the important role of faith in the larger context of Christ's work of
salvation, where faith is both God's gift to us and our response to God.

JOHN 20:1931

The gospel lesson is a story that outliteschanging nature of faith when future disciples
will no longer be able to see the risen Lord.

*

Easter 3

(Pulpit Exchange Sunday)

Date: 18 April 1999

Title: AUnited and Unitingo

(Evidently, the Church and Society Committee has been working opiadhd People

exchange for some time. Today, the exchange is a reality: the talk has become the walk, as it
were. The purpose of the exchange is to foster connectetinesg the churches in our
association. The sermon topic suggested by the Committesléy is unity or mission.

The Church and Society Committee is planning to focus on mission at the Association
meeting on April 28.)

As | was reading the gospel lesson for this Sunday, | thought it was interesting to compare
conversations | have heaatiout unity and our common mission as Christians to the
conversation along the road to Emmaus, where we find two,-kraiivfools babbling on

and on about past events, not even realizing the presence of Christ.

In the United Church of Christ we tallgeeat deal about being united and uniting. "United

and Uniting" has been a basic slogan with our denomination since the formation of the
United Church of Christ. Where has that "talk" taken us? As we have "talked the talk," have
we really "walked the walk?yes, in many ways we have. Years ago a dialogue began
between the United Church of Christ and the Disciples of Christ, which emphasizes the
"united and uniting" efforts of both denominations and the common goals of both
denominationsvith their common nderlying theology. But, surely, the most exciting event

of recent yearsvas the vote in 1997 to be in full communiith the Evangelical Lutheran
Church in America, the Presbyterian Church, and the Reformed Church in America. That
great occasion is peaps just a memory today, so | might take a moment to refresh our
memories. According to the plan, the four denominations agreed to: 1. Recognize each other
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as churches in which the gospel is rightly preached and the sacraments rightly administered,
2. Withdraw any and all condemnations of each other, 3. Continue to recognize each other's
baptism and authorize and encourage sharing of Communion, 4. Recognize each other's
various ministries and make provisions for the orderly exchange of ordainedersand,

5. Pledge themselves to continuing dialogue under the principle of mutual affirmation and
mutual admonition.

This event was more than a bit of babble on the road to Emmaus. This historical event
signaled a moment of renewal and celebration, notwertityn all four major Reformed
Denominations, but for all Christians.

There have been very few times since the Protestant Reformation that Protestants, who are
defined more by their protest than by their attesire by their differences than by their
similarities-have actually made great strides toward realizing their oneness in Christ Jesus,
and the companionship of Christ in their journey and in their mission.

It is not possible to understand Protestantism apart from the Protestant Reformation of the
sixteenth century and the principles of all the principal reformers. And yet, Protestantism is
more than the Reformation. All Christians are part of an historical community of faith, with
one Lord, and one common destination, and this is what shouldting ws in mission.

Our common history with all Christians began thousands of years ago with Abraham. It was
reformed by Moses, by David, and by Josiah. It was radically reformed by Jesus of
Nazareth, and by the Apostle Paul; by Augustine and Aquindkgelyreat monks, Benedict

and Francis; and by the great reformers, namely, John Wycliffe in England, Martin Luther in
Germany, John Calvin in France, Ulrich Zwingly in Switzerland, and John Knox in

Scotland. Later, John Wesley, an Anglican priest, refoimgettadition and founded the
Methodist movement. In this century, by far one of the greatest reformers has been Angelo
Roncalli, known to Roman Catholics as Pope John XXIII, who had a tremendous impact on
Christians of every denomination with his consugrilesire for the ultimate union of all

creeds. Recently, Pope John Paul Il issued the encyclical, titled, "That All May Be One,"
and invited the leaders and theologians of all denominations "to engage with me in a patient
and fraternal dialogue” concergithe barriers faced by modern ecumenical efforts. All this
indicates that reformation is more a process than a condition, but the process must be
essential to the mission of the Church Universal. If the mission of the Church is not
understood as a missifor unity, then ecumenism will never take plaitevill never have

a chance.

I've attended a number of seminars and ecumenical dialogues over the years, and all | have
witnessed, so far, is one opportunity after another for denominational leaders and
theologians to restate their existing positions, and the result is just more babbling on the road
to Emmaus. They all say they are in mission for the sake of unity, but they go for comfort
rather than truth; they know what they like and they like what thewkand that is all they

can talk about. Thus, there aren't too many reformers among them.
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But, as Emerson once wrote, we all are reformers: "We are reformers in spring and summer;
in autumn and winter we stand by the old. Reformers in the morningeainges at night.
Conservatism goes for comfort, reform for truth."

As | was thinking of Emerson's words this past week, | could not help but reflect on what we
are doing here and throughout our Association today: It is spring, and it is morning, and
twenty or so ministers and congregations are reaching out to each other to foster
connectedness among our churches, and we are making our way down the road and we
know who is walking with us. Perhaps if we can do this here, in northeast lowa, this process
cancontinue to grow throughout our denomination and throughout the Church Universal
until all may be one. Amen.

INTRODUCTIONS TO THE SCRIPTURES
ACTS 2:14A, 3641

The first lesson presents an abbreviated form of the exchange between the Pentecost crowd
andthe apostles, especially Peter. The crowd is skeptical, scrutinizing, even ready to have a
good laugh at the expense of someone whom they thought might be drunk. When Peter
speaks, however, the attitude of the crowd changes. He calls for them to cepent, t

baptized in the name of Jesus Christ, to experience the forgiveness of their sins, and to
receive the Holy Spirit.

LUKE 24:1335

The gospel lesson explores the tension that is inevitable t&pstdr Christians. This story
conveys the tension thugh the blindness of the two disciples to the presence of the risen
Lord who is walking with them on the road to Emmaus.

*

Easter 4

Date: 25 April 1999

Title: ALiving As An Offeringo
Text: 1 Peter 2:125

Weeks ago when | chose the New Testament Idesdinis morning as the text for my

sermon, | certainly had no idea that, as | would be putting together this sermon, | would be
agonizing, with people throughout our nation, over the news of the tragedy in a Denver high
school.

Although the biblical comentators mention nothing about it, throughout the week, a
certain biblical truth seemed to leap from the pages of my Bible concerning Peter's words
about grace in suffering, enduring suffering, wrongful suffering, patient endurance, trusting
God while suffering, and about Jesus as an example of grace in suffering.
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Truthfully, I have never liked this text. | chose to preach on it more as a challenge than an
opportunity. All the business about slavery offends my modern sensibility, and this writer
shows abalutely no political sensitivity concerning even the actions of oppressive slave
masters.

The classic Interpreter's Bible does an interesting thing with this text. It discusses the slavery
issue in its exegesis, that being the careful study of the texty its exposition it presents

the topic of all Christians as servants and the importance of their vocations. The underlying
fact is that Christians in every age live in a social situation that is saturated with
maladjustment and imperfect relationshipsday, at the end of the twentieth century, we

may have a little of the older slavery left, but there is much in our age that smacks of a new
slavery. Yes, employment figures show that the rate of employment is very high, but the
facts show that most dfi¢ new jobs, especially here in lowa, are entry levektpaetjobs

at minimum wage, with no benefits. They are not jobs that can support a family.

In Nashua, where | live, | know of a number of single parent families where the one and
only parent hasato or more partime jobs, is never home, and depends on a teenager to
care for the rest of the children. | know of a number of families where both the mother and
the father have more than one garte job-one of them works at night, the other during the
day. If one of them becomes ill, that portion of the family income stops until the person gets
back to work. They have no health insurance. They are essentially slaves to the social
situation. They perform their daily tasks as best they can; they p@ssesal integrity, but

they get nowhere.

Civilization has abolished some of the humiliations and some of the indignities involved in
life, but civilization alone cannot provide people with the positive attitude and the sense of
dignity that is needed teegsomewhere in this life.

Therefore, this talk in today's lesson about slavery makes sense after all. Doesn't it!

We, all of us, have been slaves to something or somebody. All of us have, at some time or
other, been victims of maladjusted and impenfelettionships. All of us have suffered
unjustly from time to time.

Hopefully, we did not just suffer for the sake of suffering. We are here this morning,
probably, because we have refused to idealize suffering. We are Christians! Christ freed us
from thatform of slavery. Even the evil to which the youth in a Denver high school became
victim--even thatcannot be allowed to determine the nature of reality for us. The evil, to
which the people in Kosovo have become victim, cannot be allowed to deternmaguiee

of reality for us. lliness, death, unemployment, destructive relationships, war, poverty,
natural disasters, cannot be allowed to determine the nature of reality for us. If they are
allowed to do that, then we become enslaved.
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| am certain that wean sense that this is true, but modern society thinks of most suffering
as something to be remedied. If we should suffer from a headache, we should take aspirin,
or, Bufferin, or, Tylenol, or Excedrin, or Advil.

Today's lesson points out that sufferisgot something to be remedied. Suffering is

something to be offeregffered to God our Father, the God and Father of our Lord Jesus
Christ who suffered for us, who bore our sins, and by doing that, freed us to view even our
personal sufferings from thmint of view of grace. As the words of the song we are about

to sing put it, AnAll that we have and all
free. o

Yes, all of it! The joys, the blessings, the laughter, the leisure, YES, and the sdreows, t
sufferings, the tears, and the endless work!

ALL OF IT IS AN OFFERING. All of it is something to offer, the worst along with the

best, because that is life. That is what we have. That is what we can offer. And God does not
expect anything morer anyhing less.

INTRODUCTIONS TO THE SCRIPTURES

ACTS 2:4247

I n the first | esson from Act s, we are told

another and of the steady work of God in the life and growth of the Church.
PSALM 23

This morning we willsing the 23rd Psalm, which, among other things, celebrates God's
securing care and bountiful provision for humanity.

1 PETER 2:125

The second lesson, which is my sermon text this morning, describes the redemptive
suffering of Jesus through an addresslaves.

JOHN 10:110

The gospel lesson explores the protective role of Jesus as a gate that limits access to the
sheep. This is done in the form of an address to religious leaders.

*

Easter 5

Date: 02 May 1999

Titl e: AThe Witness of Stepheno
Text: Acts 7:5460
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One Sunday morning in Milwaukee, when | was assisting the senior minister in worship, as
both of us were greeting the exiting congregation following the second worship service, a
boy about seven or eight years old paused in front of the: teicgze plaque from the

Second World War that was mounted on the narthex wall next to a smaller plaque that
honored the dead from the First World War. The boy, whose parents were talking with the
senior minister, went over to the minister and asked,RBam, what is that,” pointing to

the plague? "Oh," said Dr. Ream, obviously annoyed by the interruption, "that's in memory
of those who died in the service." The boy looked puzzled, and, before the adults could
resume their conversation, asked anothertmuresWas that at the 8:30 or at the 10:00

o'clock service?"

The first lesson this morning, is about the first person to die in the service of the Church.
Stephanos was his name: Stephen. Stephen was one of the seven appointed by the original
Apostles fo a new Order in the Church. Most New Testament scholars view this
appointment, with the laying on of hands, as the first ordination of deacons in the new
church.

What was the history of these seven? We have no idea except for what we know about
Stephen ad Philip.

Chapters six and seven in the book of Acts are interesting because of there silence about the
seven. Who were they and what did they do? Stephen remains on the scene very briefly. He
runs a very rapid course, flinging even the Apostles intsliadows for a time, and then he
disappears. The passage says that he did great signs and wonders, but none are described.
Before we even get to know him, he is dead.

So many early Christians fall into the same category; they labored for the faithunitgbsc
with God's judgment their only reward.

What else do we know about Stephen? With his name, Stephanos, we know that he was a
Hellenistic Jew, that is, a Greek Jew. Who were they? Many belonged to the Libertines who
were very interesting people. A®tRoman conquerors spread their influence over the

entire civilized world, including the Middle East, the Jews were enslaved and dispersed
throughout the empire. Many of the slaves were talented and skilled people, and soon mixed
with the primarily Greekwlture of the time. Later on, as the empire expanded even further,
and a long period of prosperity was maintained under the enforced peace due to Roman rule,
many of the Grecian Jews were freed, and they returned to Jerusalem. Thus, they were
called Liberines. Many of them, it seems, became Christians, and this led to conflicts with

the Sadducees, who were the leaders of the native Jewish population.

In this story we also meet one of the most notorious persecutors of the Libertines, Saul of
Tarsus. Saulike the rest of the Sadducees, found Stephen's words derogatory to the city
and to the temple. Soon a mob formed, and Stephen was dragged before the Sanhedrin
within the temple precincts. Stephen did the best he could to defend himself. He started off
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rather slowly and gently, but then, as the story goes, "he was full of the Spirit." He lashed

out at the Sanhedrin with rather harsh language. He called his hearewsckidt people.

He looked into the eyes of circumcised Jewish men and said "so whataédrof you is

circumci sed; your hearts aren't and your weyes
murderers of Jesus, and he told them that their temple and their city and everything else they

believed in were all headed straight to hell.

Needless toay/, the Jews did not like what they heard. Saul, for one, was infuriated, and was
very likely the agent in Stephen's arrest. But Stephen was not executed. The Sanhedrin had
no authority to execute anyone. Stephen was the victim of a mob. He was lynath&huhn
watched silently. Where was Roman law and order such as the order Pontius Pilate tried to
maintain during the trial of Jesus? It was gone! The year was 37 CE; the emperor had died
and Pilate was recalled to Rome. Pilate's subordinate officer igecberusalem was
concerned only with the protection of Roman citizens, and he ignored the riots and other
uprisings of norfRoman citizens, which swelled to a dangerous level very quickly. Saul took
great advantage of the chaos of the time, and intedsifs persecution of the Christians to

the extent that in a very short period of time, most of them fled the city (much as the ethnic
Albanians have fled Kosovo in fear for their lives), taking nothing, winding up homeless in
seaside towns where they adgiet on the first ship to Rome and to the safety of Roman law
and order. This is how the Christian Church got such a strong start in Rome.

But something else was happening. Something was happening inside Saul. Saul had been
shocked at Stephen's speech.wés also shocked by the prayers Stephen prayed as he died,
and by the faith Stephen displayed. As the biblical scholar, Barclay, once wrote, quoting a
famous sentence from Augustine's great, historical sermon about Stephen, "The Church
owes Paul to therpyer of Stephen.” The death of Stephen was the turning point for Saul:
Saul, who was at first the silent observer, then the consenting witness, then the persecutor,
but finally the believer who was-reamed Paul, and who, like Stephen, would imitate the
gpirit and the language of Jesus.

INTRODUCTIONS TO THE SCRIPTURES
ACTS 7:5460

The first lesson, which is the sermon text for the morning, tells of the stoning of Stephen, the
first Christian martyr.

PSALM 31

Psalm 31 is a prayer Psalm for deliverainom one's enemies in which the psalmist utters a
line similar to Stephen's prayer.

|. PETER 2:210

The second lesson explores the character of the risen Lord in tHegsostection age with
the feminine image of mother's milk and the architecturahpietr of a living stone.
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JOHN 14:114

The gospel lesson describes the relationship of the Son and the Father in the Trinity, and the
i mplications of this relationship on the |Ii

*

Easter 6

Festival of the Christian Home

Date: 09 May 1999

Titl e: AThe Christian Homebo

What do we think of when we think of a Christian home? Many would start answering this
guestion by talking about the parents in that home, and, for the sake of brevity, that will be
my focus this morning. But firstyould like to call our attention to the question that Peter
tried to answemn the New Testament lesson for today: Does it make any difference to the
world in which | live that | am a Christian? As a parent, as a grandparent, trying to help the
next geneation, does it make any difference to the world in which | live, that | am a
Christian?

What makes a good parent? Is it possible to teach someone how to be a good parent? How
would the grandparents here this morning answer that question? Some thingpasseol

on from parent to child, and some can be learned from raw experience, and some from
books, but what does it really take to be a good parent?

Many experts say that too much is expected of parents today. Is that true? So much has
changed within theeriod of one generation. When | was young, my family was the first in
our neighborhood to own a television set. Often, all the kids in the neighborhood would
gather at our house to watch TV. My parents didn't need to worry about what we were
watching onTV in the afternoon in those days. But that is no longer true. In tiuallsol
information age in which we live, is too much expected of parents?

All of us who are parertsand | want to be very inclusive here, as in once a parent, always a
parent-All of us who are parents can probably reflect back to a time when WE expected a
great deal from OUR parents. We also expect a great deal from ourselves as a well as a great
deal from our children. Each of us wants to experience a parent's pride, but howalo we

that in a way that is constructive and meaningful?

Years ago | read a story from a biography of President Dwight Eisenhower. During

President Eisenhower's term in offibégs mother was interviewed on a television talk show.

When the talk show hoss&k ed her, " Aren't you proud of vy
surprised the host by replying, "Yes, | am, but which one are you referringatd@lightful

reply from a loving parent who had more than one son.
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Is too much expected of parents today?

Today,it is very common to find both parents frantically developing their careers while
hiring others to raise their children. But, as | pointed out in a recent sermon, in most
contemporary families, both parents NEED to work to help with the family budget. In f
too many families both parents are garte employees in more than one garte job just

to make ends meet. And our society is seeing an increase in single parent families with a
simultaneous decrease in aid to the children involved. But parentdl agyected to

provide everything their children need. So what makes a good parent?

All parents need a good support system. Often, this involves grandparents, or, in the absence
of an extended family, the help of good neighbors and friends. Baby aittechildcare

providers are one thing, but they do not eliminate the need for a support system. As the
saying goes, "it takes a village" to raise a child. Parents aren't enough. The family is larger
than those who live in one house, and a home is marathause. A home is part of a

family, part of neighborhood, and part of a community. As Christians, we know also that a
family needs to be part of a Christian family and a community of faith.

At the turn of the century, when this building was built, mglends meet took lots of time
and energy. It still does. But, today we are told that, no matter what our calling in life may
be, we must feel good all of the time: satisfied, pleased, happy. Is such an expectation
realistic? Obviously, it is not!

And yet no one in this world has a greater opportunity to bring such satisfaction and
pleasantness and happiness into this world than parents. No one has a greater opportunity to
bring love into a world that is often unloving, and no one has a greater oppadduing
forgiveness into a world that is usually unforgiving, than parents, but parents can't do that
alone. It takes a whole village to do that.

As the saying goes, the future just isn't what it used to be, but, in spite of the turns society
has takern recent decades, the family is an enduring institution, and it is to be cherished.
Today, the word ‘family’ may define a variety of family units. All of them, including single
parent families, need to function as families, but they cannot do it alone.

| am confident that our society can still shape an environment that strengthens and supports
families, but | am also certain that the odds against that happening will continue to grow if
we, all of us, do not outdo one another in acts of kindness, gepettosughtfulness, and
forgiveness.

Does it make a difference to the world in which | liliat | am a Christian? You bet it does,
and now, probably, more than ever before.

INTRODUCTIONS TO THE SCRIPTURES

ACTS 17:22031
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The first lesson is part of @snonspeech by Paul, who says that necessary changes are
needed because of the work of God in Jesus Christ.

PSALM 66:820

Psalm 66 is a profound expression of piety, filled with vivid imagery, and recalling the
goodness of God both to Israel and topgbalmist.

I. PETER 3:132

Both New Testament readings address ways in which Jesus is present wihgpesst
Christians. This reading explores how baptism allows Christians to live in the Spirit of Jesus
even in times of suffering.

JOHN 14:1521

Thegospel lesson describes how the Holy Spirit dwells in disciples as an extension of Jesus.

*

Easter 7
Date: 16 May 1999
Ti tl e: APower to Serveo

Text: Acts 1:614

The first lesson this morning, from the book of Acts, begins with a wrong question, which
Jesus does not bother to answer; he, instead, corrects the question.

What do you do when people ask you stupid questions? If you try to answer a stupid
guestion, you might appear to be less competent than the person who asked it. If you ask the
person to@peat the question, you risk the embarrassment of admitting to the person that you
really were not paying much attentitmwhat he or she was saying, or that you are, perhaps,
hard of hearing. Or you could try what my graant used to say: "What didiysay? | can't

hear you." She died at the age of nine hundred and something, and never once admitted that
she was deaf.

“Lord, will you restore the Kingdom to Israel?"

Wrong question! Bad question! Jesus never speculated about the future; he deaihonly w
the present.

Why do people dwell so much on the future, and project so much of what they long for into

the future? "If | just get the break | need, or the job | deserve, then everything will be fine."
Of course, America's gambling craze has not hedpgdf us as we try to deal with the
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present. Ah, yes, the Power Bdlat will help me project into the future all the things |
l ong for. It could happen! AYou can't win if vy

It is always a temptation to some people to dream aboutttire fand to project into the
future all the things they long for, yet lack, in the present.

"Lord, are you going to restore the Kingdom today?"
"Wrong question!"

People do speculate about the future, do they not? Jesus did not speculate! Instead, he
demonstrated what people should be doing. Restore the Kingdom? What are you talking
about? Why don't you try showing people what the world can be like when people really
respect each other as children of God? Before you buy another lotterygickdhata try!
After you've given that a try, then go buy a Power Ball ticket if you want to, but get the
priorities straight.

Evidently, even though Jesus told his disciples that he would not leave them comfortless,

they interpreted what he said to mean thatyhing would be the same after he died. He

said he would be with them always. They believed what he said was true. And yes, we know

that truth comes back, like a boomerang. But truth does not come back the same way it goes

away. That, | suppose, is whywhould always tell the truth. As Mark Twain once said,

AAl ways tell the truth; it will surprise some

Things seldom come back the way they go. And people never come back the way they go.

When | left home to go to collegereturned as a different person. When | graduated from
college and left friends and family to begin a new career, when | occasionally did return
home for a visit, | returned as a different person. When | was discharged after four years in
the military and reentered civilian life, | was not the same person. People seldom come
back the same way they went.

The people whom we love always come back to us, but seldom do they come in exactly the
same way that they left us. We meet old friends at reunionsplamay, how they have
changed. | f they ever were our friends at all,

Neither things nor people come back the same way they went.

The story of the ascension of Jesus confirms thisbattt also reminds us thaesus did

not leave in order to be absent. Christ does not absent himself from the faithful. Christ is
present, not absent. He is not the same as he was as a living, breathing human being, but the
spirit of Christ is present through the work of his diespWherever the faithful gather,

even just two or three of them, wherever the gospel is proclaimed, wherever the work of the
kingdom is done, the spirit of Christ lives.

64



| believe it is very interesting to note that Jesus corrected the discipleguatiout
answering it. He obviously did not want to leave them pondering the significance of what
had happened to him. No one needs to ponder something that is important to the point of
becoming inactive. Christianity is not a guessing game. Christiamityt a game of chance.
God's purposes are plainly enough revealed that we should understand them clearly.

"Lord, are you going to restore the kingdom?" Wrong question!

Lord, am | going to win the lottery? Wrong question!

INTRODUCTIONS TO THE SCRIPTURS

Acts 1:614

In the first chapter of Acts, the Ascension of Jesus means that the Jesus of the past is the
risen Lord of the present, and through the Ascension, Christ moves into a position to return
as Lord of the future.

Psalm 68

Psalm 68 celebratdise kingship of God, and recalls God's saving grace, and looks forward
to what God will achieve in the future.

|. Peter 4:1214, 5:611

The New Testament readings this morning provide a fitting conclusion to the Easter season.
Both describe what it mearfior disciples to be in relationship with the risen Lord, and how

our relationship with God must redefine our lives in this world.

John 17:111

The gospel lesson explores what it means for disciples to embody the glory of the risen
Lord.

Trinity Surday
Date: 30 May 1999
Title: AA Trinity of Loveo

Today is Trinity Sunday.
About a year ago, some of the most knowledgeable theologians in the world gathered for

what was called a ATrinity Summit.o Twenty
theologians, gathered to discuss fourteen papers dealing with the following topics: St. Paul's
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Trinitari an-ddsaiptidnlas "Sod & Blan'swith its aarindtation of divinity,
monarchianism, tritheism, apophaticism, cataphaticism, the immaneity, Tthe economic
Trinity, substance, hypostasis, the Trinity in art, and preaching on the Trinity.

As a theologian, with a doctorate in the field, | would certainly like to read through all those
papers, if in fact | live long enough to do so. | likattktuff. But, there is also another part of
me that i s probably asking the same question vy

Herebdbs another SO WHAT!

As | was reading over the lessons for this Sunday, and read through the Genesis passage, |
recalled the heated €ationist/Evolutionist debates of the past decades. Actually, | always
assumed that both sides were talking about the same thing, but in different ways.

There are at least three major evolutionary theories: Materialistic Eveltdiafly a chance
proces; Deistic Evolution, which sort of means that God just started it and then let it all go;
Theistic Evolution, which is one theory we hear very little about; it is based on the theory
that God is an intrinsic part of the evolutionary process as a guatcey br as THE

guiding force.

Generally speaking, Evolutionists of different persuasions usually get along quite well
together, because their basic premise is the same.

Upon the other hand, the Creationists never seem to be satisfied with each ethbaveh

Old Earth theories and New Earth theories. Among the New Earth theories are Progressive
Creationism, and Concordism, which is very close to Theistic Evolution. There is Mosaic
Vision theory, Multiple Gap theory, Multiple Catastrophism, Multiplea@iomism, and Gap
Theory, and many, many more. Among the Old Earth Creationists we have the followers of
Flat Creationism. (As an aside, here, | will confess to you that for decades | secretly wanted
to join the Flat Earth Society just wanted to find duif such a group really existedut |

have never been invited to join.) There is also a group called the Apparent Age Creationists.

While serving in the U. S. Navy, | met a person who believed in Apparent Age Creationism.
He believed that the earth waisly 4000something years old. | asked him how he could
explain the existence of fossils and dinosaur bones. He told me that God had just created
them-God simply and impulsively created the fossils and the bones along with everything
else. In other wordshere were never any creatures whose remains were fossilized, neither
were there any dinosaurs, just a God who delighted in deceiving human beings, and playing
very sick jokes on the people whom he created in his own image.

Truthfully, I believe that unerstanding something like the creation of the universe, or like

the Trinity, often means that we should probably stop when we are ahead. As Dr. Edwin
Olson, a professor of geology and physics once wrote in the Christian Herald, "If God chose
to bring the world to its present state in a slow and gradual way, he is not less God, | am no
less who | am, and the world is no less in need of a Savior."
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No matter how we perceive God, no matter how we think the world was created, the world
is no less in need of a%or!

So, this morning we are asked to reflect upon the T+itiiy Trinitarian tapestry of simple

yet profound terms describing to us the relationships of God the Father, God the Son, and
God the Holy Spirit. This is a relationship that counts, but isatxdefined? Well, these are

some of the words that the Bible uses to define and describe the Holy Trinity's connection to
us:

Love, truth, holiness, life, mercy, graciousness, kindness, fidelity, blessedness,
praiseworthiness, exaltation, glory, grai@owship, salvation; and there are more. These
are the things that save us, and that give us new life. We do not need to explain them as
much as we need simply to enjoy them.

May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the cammoiifie
Holy Spirit be with us all. Amen.

INTRODUCTIONS TO THE SCRIPTURES
Genesis 1-P:4a

The first lesson from Genesis focuses on the creative power of God, with a sweeping
account of the creation of order from chaos.

Psalm 8
Psalm 8 is a hymn thaelebrates the creative power of God.
Both of the New Testament lessons contain Trinitarian language in polished statements. All

of the lessons this morning do a good job of summing up divine activity and of reminding us
of the whole work and being ofdd in creation.

*

Proper5
Date: 06 June 1999
Title: fAiBeing a Blessingo

Text: Genesis 12:9

"You will be a blessing," said God to Abram.
What is a blessing and how does a person become a blessing?

I'd like to tell you a story about a young man, ppie type dude.... He was well educated,
landed a good a job and made a great deal of money, and soon saved enough to buy a brand
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new Ferrari. Because of his religious background, the fortunate young man thought that he
should get his new car blessed, sonent to the Catholic priest in town and asked the priest
for a blessing. "Oh, its not for me, explained the yuppie, its for my new car. You see | just
bought a new Ferrari and | would like you to give it your blessing."” The priest replied,
"What's a Feari?"

The young man was so upset with the priest's question that he excused himself and left.

Next he went to visit the Episcopal clergyman in town. "Father," he asked the Episcopal
priest, "do you bless things as well as people in your church.” "Vésll oyt it depends on
what it is."

So the young man explained to the Episcopal clergyman how he managed to save enough
money to buy a Ferrari, and asked if the priest would give it his blessing. "What's a Ferrari,"
asked the Episcopalian?

By now the yupf@ dude was very depressed. He had spent so much money on his new car,
and he had been so happy with it and with himself, that to find out no clergy even knew
what a Ferrari was, was heartbreaking.

But there was one more church in town, so he thoughbh&wive it a try. Into the

Congregational Church he walked rather timidly. The Congregational minister was seated

behind his desk. The young man knocked at the office door, and introduced himself.
"Reverend," he said shyl ycoursegoang snanupledsea v e a mo me
come in." "Reverend, | just bought a new Ferrari...." "You did," said the clergyman, jumping

up from his chair, "you say you just bought a Ferean | see it?"

The young man smiled from ear to ear, "Sure, it's right out. fron
"O man," exclaimed the Congregational minister, as he rushed out of the church to see the
dazzling yellow, magnificent piece of automotive perfection. "Will you take me for a ride,

please," pleaded the minister?

"Sure, hop in," said the young mangdahey took a spin around the town, and, too soon, as
far as the Congregational minister was concerned, they arrived back at the church door.

"Wow, what a car! I've never ridden in a Ferrari before. Thank you so much. That was great!
Now what was it thagou came to see me about?"

"Oh, yes," said the young man, "you see | just got this fantastic car and I'd like you to give it
your blessing."

The Congregational minister looked very puzzled as he asked, "What's a blessing?"

We Congregationalists are rmg at blessing things. We dedicate things to the ministry of
the congregation, but when it comes to blessing, that is usually something we ask God to do.
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Before a meal we might ask God to bless the food to our use and us to his service. Before
we leave cbrch on Sunday morning, the minister might ask for God's blessing to be with us
and remain with us always. So, what exactly is a blessing?

God said to Abram, "You will be a blessing!" How can a person become a blessing?
What kinds of people can becomblessing to other people?

So many people just want to be left alone. They prefer to stay where they are and as they
are, rather than try hard to arrive at something different.

Others are not so indifferent, but they have positive desires that can hEpwuming.
They want to live well. They want to get to the Promised Land.

Many are not overly concerned with selflulgence, but they still want to be pleased. They
desire power, and prestige. All are subject to the world's necessities. Most people
legiimately seek a livelihood and a reasonable provision for their material wants. That is not
a sin. Remember, from this morning's story, that Abram left everything he had, but in his
new setting God's favor for Abram allowed Abram's flocks and herds tagecie his new
setting. Remember, that Jesus included in his prayer, "Give us this day our daily bread." No
social order, no religion, no economic system can claim justification unless it makes
available to all people the physical basis of a decent lildafeyhas influence, and the right
exercise of lifenust not be taken lightly. But no life wins blessedness by seeking
possessions or power for their own sake. Neither does it win blessedness by wanting to be
left alone.

So, what is a blessing and whablessedness?

First of all, blessedness is something God does. Blessedness does not get rid of life's
dangers, but it does give us the strength to bear them. More than that, blessedness is simply
the knowledgehat one may be a blessing to others. Jesayged that his disciples might be
blessed through him. May we join him in his prayer, that we, too, may become a blessing to
others.

Proper 6

Date: 13 June 1999

Title: ALaugh Wi th Meo
Text: Genesis 18:15

Is anything too difficult for God?
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Sarahthought so. When she found out that she was to have a child in the spring, she
laughed. She was way past childbearing age. So, she demonstrated her unbelief by laughing
her head off.

As we read the rest of the story about Sarah in Genesis, we realilzaigiang remains
central to the rest of the story. God asks Abraham, "Why is your wife laughing?" He
replies, "l don't know." God asks Abraham another question: "Is there anything that is too
difficult for God?" Abraham answers, again, with "I don't krioi2uh?!) Then the child

is born, and Abraham and Sarah name the child Isdach means, "laughing.”

There is a great deal of humor in the Bible. Look for it and you will find it.

Humor helps us to put things into perspective. It enables us to rinattasttich is

grandiloquent and pretentious and boastful, and to recognize it for what it really is. Humor
can also help us to see ourselves more clearly, and safeguard us from becoming overly
pompous.

In the final analysis, can there be anything moreuwidus than a pompous Christian?

Humor can also blunt an attack and relativize an issue. For instance, in the New Testament,

inMark 72430, we | earn about a Gentile woman who b
privacy, to seek his help for her unfortunettdd. Jesus confronted the woman with words

that are very difficult for us to understand. He seems to be cruel and harsh and unfeeling,

and totally inconsistent with the gospel. He says to her that he must feed the children of

Israel first, and not throwrbad to the dogs, that is, to the Gentiles. There can be no possible

justification for such a remark from Jesus if it is taken literally. He had already healed the

demoni ac of Gadara in Gentile territory. The o
that Jesus was humoring the woman. He was obviously joking about the ethnic problems of

his day.

We further realize that his remark was intended to be humorous as we read the woman's
clearly humorous reply. She says that she might be a dog, but dogs géteaiumbs. She

didn't ask for much. Jesus admired her persistence, her energy and her wit, and he healed her
daughter. Her witty reply won what the plain request had failed to obtain. More than that,

her humor had expressed her faith. She used humgjet everything that was contrary to

her hopes. Her humor was proof of her faith.

Isn't it refreshing to realize that our Lord could laugh; that he could appreciate a clever
remark?

The world we live in is so big, and we are such a small part bine teally know what the

stakes are, we will need to have a sense of humor. And we might also need to realize that
God has a sense of humor.
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One of my favorite religious writers is Elton Trueblood, who wrote a book fitlesl,
Humor of Christ.He proclamed that we adults, who read the Bible, often miss many of its
truths, because we take everything too seriously.

How did Dr. Trueblood discover this truth? He was reading from the New Testament to his
four year old son, from the seventh chapter of Matftadout judging others, and, suddenly,

his young son burst into laughter. The boy laughed and laughed and laughed, and Dr.
Trueblood had no idea of what his son was laughing about, until he realized that he had

from time to time removed irritating debfifem his son's eyes with greater or lesser

success, but he had never needed to remove a log. His son had never had a great big wooden
beam stuck in his eye.

Think of a few more New Testament images. How about the picture of someone trying to
get a camelhrough the eye of a needle? And, really, folks, my dear friends, what could
possibly be funnier than the picture of a person trying to swallow a camel? That is
absolutely hilarious. That is slapstick comedy.

So, for God's sake, keep your sense of humor.

We are redeemed people. We have been set free from our pretensions, from sham and
triteness. Our humor gives our faith perspective. It may very well be our greatest gift to
share with this uptight and fearful world in which we live.

So, keep you senselmfimor, and keep the faith, and God bless you. Amen.
INTRODUCTIONS TO THE SCRIPTURES

Genesis 18415, 21:17

The first lesson explores the question of whether anything is too difficult for God.

Psalm 116:%2, 1219

Psalm 116 is a song of thanksgiviadpich celebrates the fact that indeed nothing is beyond
God's reach.

Romans 5:88

The second lesson speaks of the length to which God's faithfulness will go: the God who
gives a son to Sarah gives his own Son so that the world's weeping may be tarned int
laughter.

Matthew 9:3510:8

The gospel lesson raises for us the interesting question of ministry and identity.
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Proper 7

Fat her s Day Meditation

Date: 17 June 1999

Titl e: AThe Fat herhood of Godbo
Text: Matthew 10:289

There is not a great dealtime Bible that deals with the character of God. Scripture deals
mainly with God's relation to people and people's relation to God. God is the subject of
people's thoughts, not the object. Particularly in the Old Testament, God is not talked about,
but, raher, talked TO. God is the living God who has the power to save us when the other
gods cannot.

In the New Testament, however, Jesus gives the name of God character. He referred to God
as Fathed as Your Father, and as Our Father. In the story of thedaidsion, which is

better titled the story of the Waiting Father, we learn of the loving acceptance of a parent,
which reflects the love of God.

If God is our Father, then what kind of sons and daughters are we? Well, first of all, we are
people who neeatperceive our true worth by accepting the goodness that God would like
others to see in us. The Fatherhood of God helps us to do this. His acceptance of us gives us
a place among the living, and assures us that we are not destined to live our dayf@mong t
lost, but among the found.

Amen.

INTRODUCTIONS TO THE SCRIPTURES

Genesis 21:21

The first lesson this morning is the story of Hagar's salvation, a second story of salvation,
which follows the story of the birth of Isaac.

Psalm 86:110, 1617

Psalm86 is a lament in which the psalmist asks for help from God in a threatening situation.
Romans 6:14.1

The second lesson meditates upon the depths of the meaning of Christian life.

Matthew 10:2439

The gospel lesson takes up the theme of discipleg bginesses for Christ.
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Proper 8

Date: 27 June 1999

Title: AA Remarkable Circularitybo
Text: Matthew 10:4012

The gospel lesson this morning is about what goes around.

What goes around? Well, basically, what goes around is what we send around. Jesus said
that you and I can actually determine what goes around. What goes aroundWtndeatd
around!

Jesus asked his followers to answer his call to discipleship. Answering that call was rather
easy; it meant simply living the life of one of his disciples. When a person did that, the
person would immediately receive rewards. The persatdvmmmediately have a

meaningful relationship with other disciples, and enjoy a sense of community. Also, because
Christ came as a servant, as Christ's disciples, as we receive others in his name, we also
receive Christ. When we realize this, we expeedhe joy of service, and we find even

more of a reason to answer Christ's call, and we choose to live more fully a life of
discipleship, and then WE receive the rewards, and then we receive others in Christ's name,
and then we receive him, and then weegignce even more the joy of service, and then we
answer Christ's call more sincerely, etc., etc. WHAT A REMARKABLE CIRCULARITY!

WHAT GOES AROUND, COMES AROUND!

If we make it around and through this cycle, then we find the rewards. But, the results are
rewards, not benefits, and Christians need to know the difference between rewards and
benefits.

As a licensed insurance agent, | would be the first to point out to anyone that a life insurance
policy is a benefit, not a reward. Life insurance is not aestment; it is a benefit. There is

a certain difference between a benefit and an investment, and there is certainly a very big
difference between a benefit and a reward. Why? Because, what goes around, comes
around.

Today's gospel lesson reminds me ofiigkdeen’s story | have cherished for a number of
year s. l't'"s about a young boy and his fri
from where you are seated, because they are precious.)

Sunday we went fishing.
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Jeremy caught a little fish.
| caught a shoe.

Jeremy caught a medium fish.
| caught a can.

Jeremy caught a big fish.
| caught a cold.

Jeremy went home to eat his fish dinner.
| went home to eat medicine.

Jeremy stayed up late and told fishing stories.
| went to bed.

Monday Jeremyent to school.
| stayed home and played.

Jeremy had to take a test.
| watched T.V.

After school Jeremy had to do homework.
| read comic books.

Jeremy had to eat his vegetables.
| said | was too sick for vegetables.

Jeremy came to visit me.

| was happ to see him.

Jeremy told me | was lucky to be sick.

| told Jeremy he was lucky to catch three fish.

Jeremy gave me his little fish.
[And] | gave Jeremy my cold.

What goes around, comes around. So, why not answer Christ's call?

Live the life of a discife! Reap the rewards! Receive others as Christ received them, and
you will receive Christ, and you will have a new awareness of service, and experience the
joy of service, and you will answer Christ's call, and what goes around, WILL come around!

INTRODUCTIONS TO THE SCRIPTURES

Genesis 22-114
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The first lesson is about divine testing. Genesis 22 is the story of how God tested Abraham
in commanding the sacrifice of Isaac.

Psalm 13

Psalm 13 is a lament that provides liturgical language for how we appEaacduring
times to testing.

Romans 6:123

In the second lesson, Paul ponders the meaning of Christian freedom.

Matthew 10:4042

The gospel lesson advances the focus of the gospel lessons of the past two weeks, by

moving to the image of receiving @t and his followers. Here, Matthew declares the value
of righteousness, which, according to Matthew, is living according to God's standards.

*

Proper 13
Date: 01 August 1999
Title: ANearer to Godo

Text: Genesis 32:231 and 28:14.7

The story of Jaab is a remarkable story. | heartily recommend that you read the entire story
sometime as it is found in chapters 25 through 36 in the book of Genesis. It is an intimate
family portrait, put together with great skill. All the inner conflicts of jealouayra and

power, are sharply contrasted with the enabling power of love and forgiveness. It is a great
story! Perhaps the greatest thing about it is the wonderful and powerful disclosure of new
knowledge: God does work on people, and God works throughepeop

Can we draw a mental picture of Jacob? He was a primitive man who lived nearly as close
to the Stone Age as to our age. Can we picture him in a desolate and wild and dangerous
land? He was a burdened man, a remorseful man, a guilty man, a lonely man!

In today's lesson we find him wrestling. Who was his antagonist? Not a human foe! And yet,
the opponents are evenly matched and fight on until dawn. Jacob is forced to make his
reckoning and, as we read, we find that he may have been struggling mdstiymeielf.

When | read about Jacob's struggle, | automatically tie it to his dream. This burdened,
remorseful, guilty, lonely person may not have deserved one, but he sure needed a dream.

Before we climb Jacob's ladder, however, let us consider whatyhéstd science have
taught us about the things Jacob experienced according to this remarkable story.
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It is only since the time of Aristotle, that is since the fourth century BCE, that human beings
have had any awareness of their dreams while they wemendrg. This insight first came

from a man, who was, as far as thinking is concerned, centuries ahead of his contemporaries.
Before the fourth century BCE, dreams probably seemed to be as real as anything of which
a person was conscious. They still areame ways. Consider, for instance, how real

dreams are to young children. How does a twentetttury parent explain to a psehool

child that what the child just dreamed is not real? My own experiences as a parent remind
me of a story of a little boy veh after waking from a scary dream, was comforted by his
mother who tucked him back into bed, and with a soft, gentle voice reassured him that he
should not worry. "You're not alone. Don't worry. God is always close by; you're not alone.
Now, go back to slep.” Five minutes later, the little voice cried out again, "Mom! Dad!"
"What is it now, Son?" "l know I'm not alone, but right now | need somebody with skin on."

What was a dream to Jacob, some four thousand years ago? What was an angel? What was
God? ltis difficult to imagine! And yet, within that primitive man there lived an inner

hunger as contemporary as any inner hunger of any person alivettzelayner need and

the personal drive to get in touch with God.

Awaking suddenly, Jacob cried out, "8lyrthe Lord is in this place, and | knew it not." As

a primitive man, he realized that, although he was alone, he was not solitary. Is it any
wonder, then, that the story of Jacob's ladder often becomes a favorite story of little
children! Who among us @s not remember the words and tune of the Sunday School song,
"We are climbing Jacob's Ladder?"

When we find ourselves wrestling with life's problems, how can we realize God's presence?
How can we deal creatively with our lives, even with our shatteesthdy and with all the

trials life brings to us that our sedsurance cannot match? We have our dreams, yes. We
also have prayer, meditation, and worship, all of which remind us that our capacity to deal
creatively with our lives and with all that we gahere each week, is determined by our

faith in God, and the faith that beyond these times there is a Spirit, and that beyond this life
is a greater Life.

Though like the wanderer,
The sun gone down,
Darkness be over me,

My rest a stone:

Yet in my dream$d be
Nearer, my God, to Thee....
Nearer to Thee.

Amen.

INTRODUCTIONS TO THE SCRIPTURES

GENESIS 32:2231
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The first lesson is the account of Jacob's wrestling match at the Jabbok River. We learn hear
of the transformation of Jacob's character and apsrience of God's grace.

PSALM 17:19, 15.

Psalm 17 is a psalm of lament that ends with words of confidence.

ROMANS 9:15

The second lesson is Paul's meditation on the faithfulness of God in relation to humanity,
especially the people of Israel. Tty@ening verses of this section of Romans include very
personal remarks from Paul.

MATTHEW 14:1321

The gospel lesson is well known to each of us. Here we learn of the degree of God's grace,
but in terms of how Jesus turns the problem of the crowd iortoldem for the disciples.

*

Proper 14
Date: 08 August 1999
Title: ARescue at Seado

Text: Matthew 14:233

This just in from the newsroom! Journalists covering the activities of the prophet, Jesus, and
his disciples on the shores of the Sea of Galigmrt there is evidence that the popular
religious leader cannot swim. We will have the complete story on the ten o'clock nightly
report.

In 1997, | preached on the parallel text from the gospel of John, which is considerably more
mysterious than the egunt we have today from the gospel of Matthew. This morning | will
dispense with the usual, perhaps anticipated, walking on water jokes and explanations about
shallow water, or stumps or rocks just beneath the surface. | am also going to dismiss the
ideathat thismaybeapeitast er st ory mistakenly placed
prior to his death, which some Biblical scholars declare. | am also going to ignore the fact
that Luke does not include this story in his gospel, indicating thathatass have pointed

out, this story was difficult to interpret even for somefesttury believers.

| am also going to avoid getting into the science of this story, and the rationalizing
explanations, as well as the placement of the story in theineysd that we may
concentrate, instead, on the power of this story.

First, to set the scene, | would like to read a poem | wrote years ago that was published in
1996 in a North American anthology of poetry, titl€arvings In Stonelhe poem is titled,
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"A Sailor's Prayer," and reflects my experiences as a sailor and my acquaintances with
Icelandic fisherman who often joked that although they prayed to Christ on land, at sea they
prayed to Thor, the Nordic god of legend and song.

A sailor on a stormy ght
Might have Thor in mind
more than gods reasonable and kind;
His rhyme, rhythm and reason
transcending both tide and season
To settle, now up, now down,
with each uncertain moment
Sown by the sea foam in inky furrows
plowed between now and natli

Now, back to our story. This morning | invite you to join me in refusing to admit that this
story goes beyond what most people are prepared to believe or are able to understand.

Jesus told his disciples to cross the sea. Jesus dismissed the cewdst Hp the

mountain to pray. The disciples were caught at sea in heavy winds and threatening waves,
and Jesus performed a dramatic rescue with a powerful exercise of his authority, revealing
not only an authority over the elements of nature, but dietdarevelation of divine power.

Matthew's account of this event, unlike those of John or Mark, does not leave the reader
wondering about the source of Jesusd6 amazing a

Consider what happens, once again. After Jesus sends away the discifflescanads,

and before we see him walking on the water, Matthew tells us that Jesus went off alone to
pray. Once again, as Jesus turns away from the people who come to him because of his
power, he turns to God, the real source of his power, BEFORE he twthese in peril

who have need of his saving presence and power. This is the first scene ofplae two
drama.

The second scene contrasts the power of Jesus with the lack of faith and lack of power of the
disciples. The disciples are incapable of wi#hding the chaotic forces of nature. When

Jesus comes to them, they are so full of fear that they do not recognize him. They think he is
a ghost, which portrays for us the superstitiat ruled their lives instead of a true faith in

God.

Jesus praydyut the disciples yell and scream. Jesus draws on the power of God, but the
disciples, overcome by their sense of inadequacy, collapse into a helpless and hopeless
bunch of cowards. One of the disciples, however, the-gltbdoy Peter, who had a habit

of acting impulsively because of an obvious lack of ability in the area of rational thought,
tries to duplicate what Jesus did. Initially, Peter is able to move like Jesus, but then, when
his thought process caught up with his body movements and he focukedcbaos around
him, he sank back into a worse state than he was in when he was in the boat yelling and
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screaming. Again Peter turns to Jesus. "Lord, save me," he yells! And Jesus saves him. The
story ends with Jesus saving all of the disciples.

With the winds calmed, back together in the boat with Jesus, the witless disciples regain
their rightful minds and declare to Jesus, "Truly you are the Son of God."

Anyone who has been to sea, or, for that matter, anyone who has been caught in a storm on
a lake knows that a sense of one's inadequacies, even a reasonable sense of one's
inadequacies in the face of the forces of nature, can lead to disaster. Our lack of power and
lack of faith in such situations can lead us into a worse state than we are actually i

What builds character in such a situation, instead of destroying it?

Recently | read Commander Lloyd Bucher's account of the incredible events concerning the
capture of the USS Pueblo by the North Koreans in 1968, an event that occurred two years
before | entered the Navy, which has always been fresh in my mind because | was engaged
in the same type of work. Bucher described the beating he and his crew took from the
tumultuous winter weather off North Korea's craggy coast. | would like to read tmgou
paragraph:

The full fury of the storm was still with us as we entered the area Mars. | found it
impossible to make headway and was forced to tack @boostly on an eastward
course, as | was not anxious to close the hostile coast of North Korea. L@&AN

fairly good for navigation in this area and we were occasionally rewarded with
morning or evening stars peeking through the overcast to obtain a celestial fix, so
there was never any question about her position. The wind howled through the masts
and te ship fought each comber by wildly sloughing her bow, bucking her
helmsman who grew quickly weary from the constant fight to hold her head and
keep his own balance as we bounced, twisted, and wallowed in the troughs. Yet she
gradually built up our confehce by constantly recovering from every onslaught of

the elements. Even to those most sorely tried by her wild ways of riding the seas, it
became evident that she was a most seaworthy freak of an archaic, unseaworthy
design. (Bucher, Commander Lloyd Blucher: My StoryNew York: Doubleday &
Company, Inc., 1970. Page 157.)

"Yet she gradually built up our confidence...."

We do not, unfortunately, find here a strong believer in God, but we do find a captain and an
entire crew, who refused to be paralyzgdilsense of their inadequacies and the obvious
inadequacies of their vessel.

The disciples cowered in their own sense of inadequacy, but Jesus built up their confidence.
The faith and power of Jesus overcame the lack of faith and lack of power otthkeslis

The quiet and confident prayer of Jesus overcame the yelling and screaming of the disciples,
so that when the storm finally broke, and their wits weigatbered, the disciples knew for

sure that the power they experienced through Jesus cam&éom
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And with one voice they declared, "Truly you are the Son of God."
INTRODUCTIONS TO THE SCRIPTURES
Genesis 374, 1236

The Old Testament lesson explores the power of God in history. The story of Joseph
reminds us of the power of evil. Here, ogsien is not a problem "out there" with the
Egyptians. Rather, it is a problem that can actually begin with the people of God themselves.

Psalm 105:%, 1622, 45b
Psalm 105 reviews Israel's entire history of salvation.
Romans 10:85

In the second le®n, Paul describes the universal promise of salvation. Most of us will
probably find this to be a rather difficult discussion of God's relationship to Israel in light of
the Christ event.

Matthew 14:2233

The gospel lesson this morning, which follows fleeding of the five thousand, describes
the amazing authority of Jesus Christ.

Proper 15

Date: 15 August 1999

Title: hAmnbesHofld€ado
Text: Genesis 45:20

After being wowed by the gospel lessons of the past several weeks, in which themawes
power of God is revealed through the ministry of Jesus, | am returning this week to the
Genesis story about Jacob's familgcob's dysfunctional family.

Today, we would call this story AThe Joseph St
his father Jacob, but the family is the same, and it is still dysfunctional.

As | have mentioned during the past two weeks, we have here a family story. It is, however,
remarkably different from other ancestral stories that we find in the Old TestamenueHere
find, in fact, something new for the whole book of Genesis: the love of brother for brother,
the love of sibling for sibling.
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So far, in Genesis, other human relationships have been emphasized and made beautiful: the
love of a man for a woman, as beémeAbraham and Sarah, and Jacob and Rachel; the love

of father and son, as with Abraham and Isaac, and Jacob and Joseph; the love of mother and
child, as with Hagar and Ishmael, and Rebecca and Jacob. But brother has not yet been
pictured as devoted to aher brother; not Ishmael and Isaac, that's for sure; not Esau and
Jacob, that's for sure; nor with Jacob's older sons. The new thing we learn here (see chapter
43) is that Joseph loves his brother Benjamin; he did as a child, and he still does.

After Joeph meets his brothers he does not immediately disclose his true identity. He toys
around with his brothers with the trickery of an impish little brother, and, as Joseph
intended, the treachery of his brothers is revealed.

Ultimately, the story is compled with the family being once again united in Goshen, and
the movement in this story toward family unity is remarkable.

But where is God in this story? When Joseph finally comes clean with his brothers and
states to them that what they meant for evil, Gadl meant for good, where exactly do we
find God? Where does God enter this story?

There is a great play on the fact that proper human action is necessary for good in this world,
but where is God in this drama? There is clear evidence of ethical traasfor in this

story, and it makes the reader feel good, but where is revelation? Where do we see God's
guiding hand?

As spectators, we probably feel good about this story's ending, but we probably do not
sense God's entrances into this narrative, be¢hageare so subtle; there is nothing

startling to report except for the timing of Joseph's insight, after he toys with his entire
Canaanite family and, finally, reveals his true identity. Then, the story takes a new
direction. God enters the story pretysat that moment when Joseph also undergoes a
transformatiorfrom being a powerful Egyptian statesman to being a brother and a son once
again.

"Remember your little brother, Joseph, whom you sold into slaveysays to his older
brothers? "Well, yore looking at him right here, dudes."

The entrance of God is still not clear, however, because we have yet to determine, from the
story, whether Joseph's decision to make himself known to his brothers allowed him to see
clearly the hand of God in his ligestory, or whether it was just the revérsemely, that

seeing God's hand in his life's story gave Joseph the freedom to become a brother again. But
this does not really matter, because the end result is the same. The power of God's promise
breaks intohis story either way and pushes the narrative in a new direction toward family

unity.
How has the hiddeness of God affected your life? How have your dreams and hopes and

aspirations revealed God's will? How do you see God at work through the ordieaty efv
family life?
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As we search our lives, have the events of family life made us callous, or have we, like
Joseph, learned that the great affections we have toward one another are, beyond all other
things, supremely worth preserving?

Joseph must haveeen astounded to learn that his brothers had tripped into his court.
[Where are these people from? How many brothers are there? What is their father's name? O
my God! This can't be!]

He had so many reasons to make them pay for what they did to hing hffettion for his
family is so clean and true that the only thing he is concerned with is to forgive and to
restore. And he asked his brothers what he wanted to know most of all: "Is my father still
alive?" And to his older brothers who wronged fuio once came close to murdering
him--he said, "l am Joseph your BROTHER."

The power of God may often seem hidden if we do not expect to see it in ordinarg events
events that make community possible and unity evident.

INTRODUCTIONS TO THE SCRIPTURES
GENESB 45:420

In the first lesson, my sermon text this morning, Joseph provides his brothers with an
interpretation of the events that have befallen him and them.

PSALM 133

Psalm 133 celebrates kinship and life in community. The blessing of God makes ¢ymmun
possible and is evident in the unity of the community.

ROMANS 11:12a, 2932

Both of the New Testament lessons this morning deal with the grace of God that extends
universally to all humanity through Jesus Christ.

MATTHEW 15:21-28

In the gospel leon we find Jesus moving out of his normal locale into the coastal border
zone of Tyre and Sidon. There, a Al@wish woman does an amazing thing.

*

Proper 16
Date: 22 August 1999
Title: AAn Unlikely Cast of Characterso

Text: Exodus 1:2:10
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Surely oneof the most interesting stories in the book of Exodus concerns the efforts to save
the life of a child. We think we know why the mother tried to save her son from Pharaoh's
death command, but the story tells more. "When she saw how healthy he wastoyythe
explains, she was driven to extreme measures. The implication is that to lose a frail child
would be bad enough, but to loose such a healthy child would be unbearable. As we read
this, we also realize the author is telling us that this child wasduaary child.

This is an extraordinary beginning of a story about an extraordinary person.

Perhaps all of us have looked at infants, our own as well as other babies, and have
speculated about their futures. Friends of ours had a strapping babybigitihiak neck
and broad shoulders; obviously, he would become a football star. Because we lived in
Wisconsin at the time, he would play for the Green Bay Packers, for sure!

Another set of parents had a long, slender child, and everyone thbagkétbl star!

All infants are adorable but some are so beautiful that the child's appearance is all that his or
her admirers can talk about: "Oh he's so adorable!" Some babies, hewelcoh my-
uh--whew-we see them, and we really struggle to find somgthice to say.

Back to our story! After three months, the baby's mother could no longer conceal him. Were
his cries too loud? We don't know. We know that she prepared a basket in which she set the
child out into the river. The writer portrays the intecaee with which the basket was

prepared to prevent it from leakidgj even had a topand the mother placed it at the edge

of the riverbank. The mother's young daughter stood by at a distance "to see what would be
done to him." Why did the mother do wishie did, and why was the daughter watching?

We still do not know?

We are on the edge of our seats here, because we know something is going to happen. The
appearance of the daughter in the scene, tempers the harshness of the exposure of the baby,
becausshe keeps watch at a distance.

Suddenly we become aware of the mother's plot. Pharaoh's daughter comes down to the
river for her routine bath, sees the basket, and discovers the baby. The sister appears
instantly to negotiate a Hebrew wet nurse. Not @the child saved and returned to his
mother with royal protection, but the infant's mother is even paid for taking care of her own
child. Such a deal!

What is the writer of this story trying to accomplish? Is this a form of irony being directed
toward he Egyptians? Probably not! We have here an unfavorable portrayal of the Pharaoh
contrasted with the favorable portrayal of the Egyptian princess, Pharaoh's daaghter,

are not dealing with irony here, just contrast.
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The princess is touched immedIlgitey the sight of the crying baby in the basket. Although

she recognizes that he is a Hebrew child, which ties the story back to the decree of the king,
she does not hesitate to offer the child protection. In fact, the child is not only rescued, but
adoped into the royal household as her son.

Once again Pharaoh's plan has been thwarted, and in a doubly miraculous way. The child
has been rescued from exposure by the very daughter of the one who made the decree.

God's plan for his people rested on thelasis child, floating down the river, but the child is
not lost, and the story points expectantly toward the future. What will become of this child
on whom such special care has been lavished? Well, something great, that's for sure. This
childisgoingtdoe a fAsomebody! 0o

| am certain that | am not the only Christian here this morning who has pushed his or her
thoughts expectantly toward the future, and toward the New Testament. In the New
Testament, Matthew uses the Moses birth story extensively indusra®f the visit of the

Magi and Herod's attempt to destroy the promised Messiah. Although there are no explicit
guotations in Matthew from the book of Exodus, the connection is obvious. The content of
both stories and the sequences are parallel. Boieshave to do with the birth of a young
male child, whose life is threatened by the ruling monarch, at first secretly, but later in open
hostility. Both children are rescued just in the nick of time, but the other children are
slaughtered in a vain effcto remove the imagined threat. These are very fragile beginnings,
especially for the life of a Savior.

How often God's plan for his people has had a very fragile beginning! Surely, we should

stop to ponder why and how often God's intervention in thihvaoound us hangs on such

a thin thread. Isn't God taking an enormous risk to let everything ride on two helpless

mi dwi ves and a frail little ark as protection
lastminute, frantic escape to Egypt to séveir child from Herod? In contrast to this

enormous risk of Godyho uses such an unlikely cast of characters, are the power and the

powers of this world that seem so impressive and invulnerable. Surely, the rulers of this

world can unleash their powagainst such frail beginnings.

Pharaoh senses a threat and devises his plan long before the Hebrews are in the least
prepared to resist. In the New Testament, the Magi appear naive and powerless before the
scheming intrigue of King Herod. But, in bothsea, when the secret plans fail, the

ungloved fist of God is ready in an instant to strike, and, as a result, in both stories, there is a
wonderfully unexpected rescue from a humanly impossible situation.

The Exodus writer delights in the rescue by PHasagaughter, and so do we! The writer
marvels at the mystery of God's work, and so do we!

And so it is this morning that we explore a wonderful story, which continues to provide the

basic context for the Church's hope. The story of Moses, as the stoiypef of Messiah,

who would save God's people, points to a futur
Israel. He will come also as a human child, to human parents, in an historical setting.
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You see, God's work always demands an historical dorfitle& coming of God into our
lives is not a mythological drama,; it is a Hd drama often involving enormous risks, with
last minute, daredevil acts, all dangling from a very thin thread. This is to say that the
coming of God into our lives is not img@ed,; it is experienced.

So itis, then, that this story of a struggle to save a life, urges us both to rejoice in the
outcome of this story and to endure our own struggles for life, and, as it does this, it provides
for us the context of what we call e

INTRODUCTIONS TO THE SCRIPTURES
Exodus 1:8:10

The first lesson, which is my sermon text this morning, explores the power of salvation.
Here Moses is introduced as the central human character in the book of Exodus story.

Psalm 124

Psalm 124 turnthe insights gained from the introductory stories in Exodus into the
language of praise.

Romans 12:-B

Both New Testament lessons treat practical matters of daily Christian life, though in
different ways. Paul's urgent message calls believers to pigaicice as an expression of
their gratitude to and adoration of God. It is common service that unites us as believers.

Matthew 16:1220

Il n Jesusd words to Peter we | earn that God
the confidence that the @avho directs and inspires us to service is with us in our ministry,
regardless of any and all difficulties.

Proper 17

Date: 29 August 1999

Titl e: APut Off Thy Shoeso
Text: Exodus: 3:415

There are many things in life that we can do without. Likewisze are many things we
cannot do without. For people of faith, routine selérching, and regular prayer and
meditation, are things we cannot do without. We need, on a regular basis, time to get our
hearts and minds back to their Gatended statesyhere we are normal, and healthy and
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whole, all within the territory of God's grace. Before we set out on such an important task,
however, we need to take steps that have a firm footing. Scripture often provides that firm
footing, and today's lesson abdu calling of Moses is one such passage.

The story of Mosesod calling is one of the most
join me in a spirit of meditation as | read a portion of the story once again in a different
translation.

Now Moses wag&eeping the flock of his fathan-law, Jethro, the priest of Midian;

and he led his flock to the back of the wilderness, and came to Horeb, the mountain
of God. And the angel of the Lord appeared to him in a flame of fire out of the midst
of a bush; antie looked, and kandbehold, the bush was burning; yet it was not
consumed. And Moses said, "l will turn aside and see this great sight, why the bush
is not burnt." When the Lord saw that Moses turned aside to see, God called to him
out of the bush, "Mosg Moses!" And Moses said, "Here am I." Then God said, "Do
not come near; put off your shoes from your feet, for the place on which you are
standing is holy ground."

God then identifies himself and gives Moses some work to do. Moses, somewhat

reluctantly,learns a great deal as the result of acting upon what | would call the human

beingdébs second of two basic impulses: the firs
are and take them for granted, and the second basic impulse being to look wiyhainduir

wonder.

Truthfully, | find some of the elements of this story so elementary that it reminds me of a
mothertrying to entice a young child to stop what he is doing and come inside for lunch.
"Don't get any more toys out and don't go anywhere bet#iase lunch ready. I've fixed
your favorite lunch, so, come on in and wash your hands."

The kid dashes into the kitchen only to be stopped by his mother who yells, "Wait a minute,
you take off those muddy shoes before you come into my kitchen." ThHiersditchen is
holy ground, and no muddy shoes are allowed, even if it is lunchtime.

The story of Moses6 calling is in many ways a
that before any of us can effectively act in response to God'soeitire wecan reflect

upon it, or pray for a part in-there is that moment when we must come to know for certain

where we are, and, as it were, take off our shewesneed to stop our inquiry and wonder

for a moment and fAget some reverence. o

How do we responatGod's will? With what kind of reverence do we approach God?

Elizabeth Browning once wrote a satirical little poem using the imagery from today's
scripture lesson:

Earth's crammed with heaven,
And every common bush afire with God,;
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But only he who seetakes off his shoés
The rest sit around it and pluck blackberries.

With what kind of reverence do we approach God?

If you ever visit a Mohammedan mosque, you will be asked to remove your shoes as a sign
of reverence and awe. The reasons for doing sekg®us, not moral. The mood in such a
place is to be one of wonder and reverence and awe, which distinguishes religion from
morals.

What does it mean to remove one's shoes in such a place? Well, this is a ritual. Therefore, it
does not need to be eapied.

Why do men usually remove their hats when they enter a Christian place of worship?
Because it is a rituall Words cannot explain what such a ritual means. The ritual is simply an
attempt to say something, or shall we say express something, which ctirerwise be

wholly explained.

Rites and rituals alone, however, do not make for reverence, because reverence is the
response of not only our bodies in the way of gestures, but also the response of our souls to
lofty mysteries, deeply felt and onlyrially understood.

Therefore, | will close with a simple question for you to ponder during the week ahead. How
do YOU approach God?

Let us pray.

O God our Father, as we depart from this place, back out into the busy world, enable us to
do more perfecylthe work to which you have called us. Show us the joy of reverent praise,
that we may praise you all our days with a whole heart, an inquiring mind and a sense of
wonder, and live to glorify your name for evermore. In your name we pray, and for the sake
of your Kingdom. Amen.

INTRODUCTIONS TO THE SCRIPTURES

Exodus 3:115

The first lesson describes the call of Moses, which ends with the revelation of the divine
name.

Psalm 105:%6,23,26, 45b.

Psalm 105 is an historical hymn of praise that recourgslisioppression in Egypt and the
calling of Moses and Aaron to save the people of Israel.

Romans 12:21
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The second lesson from Romans advocates a genuine Christian lifestyle based on full
confidence in God.

Matthew 16:2128

Today's gospel reading fegses on two related passages concerned with the character of
Christ's ministry and the character of discipleship.

*

Proper 19
Date: 12 September 1999
Titl e: AA Very Clear Lessono

Text: Matthew 18:2435

The lesson in today's gospel reading is so dhediittreally needs no sermon to explain it.
Christians are to forgive one another. Furthermore, forgiveness isveaiyvstreet: if we

want to experience forgiveness, then we must be forgiving. If we are not forgiving, then not
only should we not expeat be forgiven, but we are also in big trouble.

The ending of today's parable is very harsh. In a sense it is very unforgiving to those who
are unforgiving, which might seem confusing.

Because the lesson of this parable is so direct and so clear, @nclearness, so disturbing,
this parable is often turned into a moral | ess
This morning | invite you to join me in avoiding this temptation.

First of all, forgiveness, that is, genuine forgiveness, ifusbexcusing someone for what

that person did. When a person says, "excuse me," we might reply, "you are excused," but
not, "you are forgiven." There is a difference. Some actions are inexcusable, that's why we
have prisons, but it is difficult to imagia@ action that would be unforgivable, until we read
today's parable.

When it comes to forgiving others, most of us would probably think that Peter's quick reply
to Jesus would be warmly commended. (How many times have we forgiven others three
times, letalone seven?) The Jewish teaching of the times was that one should forgive one's
neighbor at least three times, but we should not be expected to do so more than three times.
This teaching comes from the book of Amos. Since it was not expected that acpetdon

be more generous than God, forgiveness was limited to three times.

Peter rushed in to answer Jesusd6 question with
was expected; he multiplied the limit by two and for good measure adds one more. Peter,

with his characteristic eager seltisfaction, claims that it will certainly be enough if he

forgives seven times. "Wrong," says Jesus! " Tr
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490, but stood for an unlimited number of times. Forgiveness is to ba@mmputable
limit.

Jesus then told Peter and the others the parable. | wonder how quiet they were after Jesus
told the story?

As | consider the contrast between the two debts in the-gharypne being unreasonably

large, especially for a servant, ahé other being so smatind place this contrast beside

the sharp contrast helbetween excusing a person's actions and forgiving a person, | cannot
help but reflect on a few articles | have read lately. Perhaps we could reflect for just a
moment on th@rison situation in our country today, just as a matter of illustration.

Decades ago, much was being done to rehabilitate prisoners. Those who were dependent
upon drugs went to drug rehabilitation programs. Those who suffered from mental iliness
were comseled and treated, perhaps with medication, to help them cope with their iliness,
which is to say that mental illness was treated as an illness and not as a crime. Years ago
states and many counties had mental hospitals and institutions to aid theyniieiatl

most of those institutions are gone. Where are the mentally ill now? They are either living
next door to us or they are in jail!

Years ago, prisoners were allowed to take educational courses, even college courses. Some
finished high school; soeeven received college degrees while in prison. Others learned
vocations. Most were able to exercise and read books and magazines and waitch television.
The prison system then operated mainly with the understanding that someday most of the
prisoners wouldbe released back out into society. Therefore, in order to reduce the threat to
society, whatever means were necessary to help the prisoner readjust to society were
justifiable. The person needed to be able to make a living, for instance, otherwiseehe or sh
would be stealing when released. The person needed to be able to control his anger, fear,
and anxiety, in order to avoid committing the same crimes over again. The person needed to
be drugfree, sober, and proud of that accomplishment in order to remajriree, in order

to remain in control, in order to remain employed. Some prisoners could even earn money
for their work while in prison, so that they would not be penniless when they were released.
Society did not excuse them from the crimes they coradyibut society did its best to

forgive them to the point that something was done to help them when their prison terms
were over. That was decades ago, when our society was more forgiving than it is today.

What about today? Do you know that the TVs,aadind stereos are gone in most prisons;

the exercise and recreation facilities are gone; the libraries are gone; there are no more
classes, no job training, no jobs, very little counseling, no drug rehabilitation programs.
Prisoners spend most of thema in their cells. Prisoners are in jail to pay for their crimes.
They are there to experience society's revenge, not society's forgiveness. Meanwhile, more
and more people are being imprisoned. Because of mandatory terms asstritesgour-

out laws, pisons are bursting at the seams. More and more prisons are being built. Prisons
have become big business. The prison industrial complex is becoming nearly as big as the
medical industrial complex, but without any measure of forgiveness, because thg fandin
rehabilitation has been completely cut. What do prisoners learn in such an unforgiving
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environment? Nothing, except hate, loneliness, bitterness, hopelessness, and all the things
that create criminal behavior in the first place! When they get akt,dot! And most of

them will eventually get out. What kind of people will they be if they have not experienced
any forgiveness for years and years? Can society expect them to be forgiving if they have
experienced no forgiveness?

My pointisnotoneconceni ng t he state of the nationods
morning is not prison reform. My concern this morning is much more basic; my concern is

the necessity of forgiveness in every walk of life. Where forgiveness is not offered, it cannot
be expeted!

Not too long ago, | heard Robert Schuller tell a stargnodern parable. A little boy went

into his father's shop, retrieved a hammer and some large nails, and proceeded to drive a nall
into the wooden arm of a beautiful antique chair in the liviragn. His mother spanked him

and sent him to his room until his father came home. When the father got home, he went

into the boyds room where he found the boy

learned a lesson. His son said yes, and that heaxigs and then he asked his dad to
forgive him, and assured his dad that he would never do what he did again. His dad said to
him, "l forgive you son, but what about the nail hole in the chair?"

There was no excuse for what the child did, but he sttiad forgiveness just as much as
anyone else in his family, and perhaps even more.

There may be strict limits as to the number of nail holes that are allowed in living room
furniture, but there is no computable limit to forgiveness.

INTRODUCTIONS TO THESCRIPTURES
Exodus 14:1981

The first lesson is the account of how God rescued Israel from the Egyptians at the Red Sea,
or Reed Sea.

Psalm 114
Psalm 114 celebrates the Exodus event.
Romans 14112

In the second lesson, Paul works to establish this b&Christians accepting other believers
who are markedly different in their patterns of piety.

Matthew 18:2135

The gospel lesson, which is my sermon text this morning, takes up the theme of forgiveness,
making the point that we are to be boundless@odlike in extending grace to others.
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Proper20

Date: 19 September 1999

Title: AThe Uncertainty of Gracebo
Text: Matthew 20:116

Most of the parables have a focused setting. Therefore, when we read them, we have some
idea of the point Jesus was rmak Today's parable is not highly focused, and for this

reason, among others, it may seem baffling. Perhaps the thing that troubles us the most, is
the inconsistency. If we are honest, we understand the complaints ofdhg aibrkers

better than the &ons of the owner. A child in kindergarten has a better grasp of what
fairness is than the vineyard owner!

In this light, perhaps we would best avoid jumping to conclusions about what this parable

might mean to us today, and start with what Jesus maylet Ibeen trying to teach his

disciples. If we think of this story as one told to his disciples, Jesus was obviously warning

them about something. He is saying, "You have received a great privilege by coming into

the Christian Church and fellowship rightla¢ beginning of it. The time will come

however, when others will be joining. As this happens, don't get all puffed up, because all
people, no matter when they come, will be e

| well remember one church | served whierged to invoke a policy that worked very well

in the previous church | served; that every new member be encouraged to accept a
nomination to a board or committee during their first year of membership. Thérag

members of my newer congregation, leeer, made it very clear that they did not want any

new church members on boards or committees. New members had to prove themselves first.
Because some new members were eager to serve, and did not find the opportunity to do so,
they proved themselves alyint; they proved themselves right over to another church.

As we understand the parable in this way, we can also appreciate the warning that Jesus was
making to the Jews. He, as a Jew, knew, as every Jew knew, that they were the chosen

people of God. As eonsequence, they looked down on the Gentiles. They often hated and
despised them. If gentiles were to be allowed into the fellowship, then what kind of

members would they be? Would they be the sa
woul d, 0 s @&od'secdnenrs,lassomebne has said, there is no such thing as a most
favored nation clause.

Even today, we have much to learn about latecomers to the fellowship of the faith. The
grace that is available to us who worship regularly and who have don@splaks, who

have raised our children in the Church, and have been generous with our gifts as well as our
talents and our service, is just as available to someone who has never crossed the threshold
of a church building.
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Is that fair? Not at all!l No. Aat is not fair!

Is that generous? Yes, and it is generous to the point of being ridiculously inconsistent in a
world where we seldom even get what we bargain for.

What then about the generosity of God? In years past, when the United States of America al
of a sudden discovered that it had women in the working force, we heard a great deal about
equal pay for equal work. Forget that argument here. It won't work here. All service ranks
the same. The amount doesn't count, just the love it is given witméNcao earn what God
gives us. No one can deserve what God gives us. What God gives, is not pay; it is a gift.

During the past year, Mary and | have reorganized Allen's room a number of times, with

Al l ends permi ssi on, an dtedlitakettreaS8upes werstgmbled c o mp | et e
across were priceless desk drawers and in his chest of drawetkerwise insignificant

gifts that, because of the love with which they were given, were tucked away together for

safe keeping, ready to invoke a memdrg gpecial event or episode in life when they

should be raliscovered.

When he left for Italy [to study there during his senior year at lowa State University], he
entrusted us with a special small box of keepsakes, to keep safe at home until he returned.

Likewise, Mary and | have cherished the small gifts Allen has given to us over the years,
like the His and Her coffee mugs we received one Christmas, which we still use, for which
Allen laboriously and lovingly saved his own money to purchase when ha g@snmar
school.

It is not the amount of the gift that matters at all. Many things with little value of their own
touch our hearts in ways immeasurable. We cannot earn such gifts and we certainly do not
deserve them. The generosity of God's grackadfiat. It is not a reward; it is grace! It is

not pay; it is a gift!

Here, | think, we have also made a connection between the generosity of God and the
compassion of God.

| cannot read this parable, with the social consciousness that | have, wattnogitime

generous amount of human tenderness that is portrayed here. There are few things more
tragic in this world than a person who needs work to suffer unemployment. In today's
economy, SO many people are rusting away in idleness, because thereiik fur them to

do.

Almost as tragic, is to watch people eking out a living with some endlessly monotonous
entry-level job with no benefits and no future and hardly enoughhaekee pay to pay for
childcare. So, | rejoice when, at the end of the dayitteyard owner reached out to the
unemployed; to people who had not found any work that day. They, too, could take care of
their families. What generous compassion!
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Was he fair to the other workers? No! Obviously, he was not fair. Some got paid at the end
of the day, because they had bargained for their pay. Others got a gift. Was that fair? No!
Was that compassionate? Yes! Was that generous? Yes!!

| still think we can be baffled by this parable, however, if we don't cut through the
bewildering compassioand the unfair generosity of this story to get to the underlying
comfort in this parablethe comfort in the message about God's economy, where there are
no favorites, just workers, just people who serve, just people who give and care, whether
they are al or new or in between. They all are equally precious to God. Whether they end
their lives full of years and full of honor, or before the door of life and achievement is ever
opened, such as the youths whose lives were snuffed out by a madman in Foewasth

this past week. They will receive the same welcome, and for neither, in God's grace and
love, has life ended too soon or too late. Does that always seem fair? No! But is that
compassionate? Is that generous? Yes!!

Therefore, even though this paraiviay trouble us, it asks us to be freed by the good news
of God's generosity, and it asks us to let God be free to love us.

INTRODUCTIONS TO THE SCRIPTURES
Exodus 16:215

The first lesson is the account of how Israel was miraculously fed manna by tBed in
wilderness.

Psalm 105:386, 3745

Psalm 105, part of which we read not long ago, is a hymn that praises God who cares for
Israel on the wilderness journey.

Philippians 1:2430

The second lesson, from Paul's letter to the Philippians, remindg tisriga are not
always as they seem, especially if we try viewing them from a theological point of view.

Matthew 20:116

The gospel lesson is a parable about dealing with God. It spins a telling story about who
God really is and who we all too often are

*

Proper 21
Date: 26 September 1999
Titl e: ATransferred Dependencyo

Text: Exodus 1747
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The Old Testament lesson this morning is one of the earliest wilderness stories. The Lord
has delivered Israel from Egypt, and the once enslaved people now&aesponsibility

of political freedom. Their freedom, however, is a mixed blessing. They may be free, but
they are still a people at risk. They are, as it were, in traunng kind of boot camp. They
thought they had been saved, but now they are asiengselves, "Saved from what?"

Were they saved from Egypt so that they could be free to die in the wilderness? What kind
of freedom is that? What kind of salvation is that?

Like the story of the gift of manna, which we read last week, there is somessesting

going on here. In the manna story, God is testing the people. Today, however, we find the
people testing God. "Is the Lord among us or not," they ask? Surely, there are times in our
own lives when we test God with some form of that same quoéstio

One of my favorite Dennis the Menace cartoons is a series of frames depicting Dennis as he
is saying his bedtime prayers. He is pictured kneeling beside his bed, hands folded in a
prayerful pose. The caption reads, "Testing, one, two, three...."

Do wetest God? In times of serious decision making, do we ever murmur something like,
"Lord, are you with me on this or not? So far, | can't tell if you heard my prayer or not."

Our doubt can be bold or timid. Even with Dennis's words, we can say themdyoldly

timidly, such as shouting, ATESTI NG, ONE, T WO,
connection to work. Or we can mutter them softly, with less assurinftcee st i ng, one, t wc
t h r eabn®@sbafraid to make a connection.

"Is the Lord among us or not?"

| supposeave could respond to this question by saying that such a question shows a very
clear lack of faith. And yet, as people of faith, surely we know that God does not promise us
what we want. There is no objective proof that God gives people what they wamnigiife
expect certainty, and demand proof from God, but our expectations and demands are in
vain.

Is God with us or not? As far as our expectations and demands are concerned, we really do
not know. Who are we to demand proof from God? We can't even @amé/Ne can only

know God. Where do we get to know God best? In times of plenty? Perhaps, but that is not
as likely as in times of need. Knowledge and proof are two different things, just as evidence
and proof are two very different things in a court @f.l&_ord, are you with me or not?" is

a very honest question in times of need.

"Testing: One. Two. Three. I'm almost afraid to ask, but I'd still like to know. Are you with
me or not?"
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We have probably been told a thousand times that there is no sughgtan impossible
situation. We know better, though, because we've been there. We are here today, because we
have attacked the impossible.

| wonder how many times during my years and years of schooling | faced what | would call
near paralysis while tahkg) an exam. Essay questions were especially deadly to me, and |
often thought some questions could not be answered by anyone. Soon | learned to skip over
such questions and come back to them, after | had finished with the easier ones. Then, |
would go bacland look at the impossible question again, and keep looking at it, and keep
thinking about it, until, as it seemed, the answer sneaked in from nowhere, and, somehow,
forgotten memories and ideas, that had never entered my conscious thoughts before, found
new life.

The threshold of faith is not unlike the threshold of new thought. We find it most directly
when our souls are thirsty, when are minds are taxed, when we stand squarely in front of a
hopeless, solid mass of barren rock and a solution seemssibippand we realize that life,
while it is not as simple as a perpetual parade of happy expectations, is as basic as a
friendship with God who continually surprises us, and consistently adds new wonder to our
knowledge of his ways.

Testing: One. Two. Tiee. | KNOW you are there, God! THAT is why | am testing.

Amen.

INTRODUCTIONS TO THE SCRIPTURES

Exodus 17:17

The Old Testament Lesson is the first account of God providing Israel with water from a
rock.

Psalm 78:44, 1216

Psalm 78 is an historicpkalm that recounts God's merciful guidance during Israel's
wilderness wanderings.

Philippians 2:113

The lesson from Philippians issues a call to put others ahead of ourselves, and it informs us
that such a lifestyle is Chrisfike and made real by tiveork of God in our lives.

Matthew 21:2332

The gospel text shows us Jesus debating with his opponents over what makes a person truly
acceptable to God.
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Proper 22

World Communion Sunday

Date: 03 October 1999

Titl e: ATodayds Worl dwi de Evento
Text: Mathew 21:3243

Once again, Christians around the world are joining together in worldwide worship and
reflecting upon the worldwide, ecumenical character of a worldwide communion. In
particular, we are also celebrating the intercommunion of all the clsuddteparticipate in

the World Council of Churches. Through our gifts, especially through what we give through
the One Great Hour of Sharing offering, we actively participate in global ministries. This
past year, you and | have given hope to people ikejuwho suffered a devastating
earthquake. You and | have given hope to people in Bosnia, Greece, Taiwan, Uganda, the
Dominican Republic, Columbia, Sudan, and Haiti, among others. Last year we were in
Seattle, Washington, helping homeless families andtathéldren. That's right Seattle!

There are homeless families in every major city in our country, and most of the poorest
people in our nation, with our booming economy, are children. Where else were we last
year? Bolivia, Cuba and Puerto Rico after loame George; Argentina, Tanzania, Uganda,
Kosovo, and the Philippines, only to mention a few.

Where will we be next year, in the new millennium? Hopefully, wherever there is a need,
because, the new and next millennium will be only what we make ofet:. &lff in spite of

the scare tactics of meeianscious crackpots, the turn of a century or the turn of a
millennium is only an arbitrary change of date.

Today, everything has a date attached to it. And yet, the way we date events is so strange.
When waslesus born? Somewhere between 7 and 4 BCE!

The calendar helps us to remember things of the past and to plan for things in the future, but
it is a tool for us to control, not something that should be controlling us.

com@d ,overnr mer | Dokpant?dny” cal endar

"When can you
ht 20 " What is the date?"

Friday nig

Do dates really matter to people who worship a God to whom a thousand years is but the
blinking of an eye? Will the first year of the tweslinst century be much differéfrom

19997 Hopefully it will be different in the way of being better. Whatever it will be, however,
depends on what kind of people we will be, because there is no one and nothing that can
change this world for the better except people like you and me.

As we celebrate this last Worldwide Communion Sunday of this century, during our harvest

season in this country, | think it is interesting to reflect upon the gospel lesson for today.
Those entrusted with the harvest, in this story, those upon whom sattaertfon and care
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have been lavished, have proven themselves unworthy of the gift; they are unable to fulfill
God's great expectations of them.

As in Jesusd day, one of the bigygghtedus t empt a
superiority. Goernor Ventura of Minnesota discovered this truth this past week as he

passed judgment on organized religion with the same intolerant and arrogant attitude found
among many religious people. I'm sure we all have heard hisquatbd remark in a

recent inteview: "Organized religion is just a crutch for wemlinded people.” My only

comment about Governor Ventura is that he is a perfect example of how uninformed voters

often elect the kind of politicians they deserve, rather than the kind of political |&zelers

need.

The stakes are the same for all of us, and the same dangers await all of us, said Jesus. All of
us are entrusted with the harvest. The challenge is to recognize the gifts we have been given,
and to live in such a way as to vindicate the giver.

Let us pray.

Creator God, on this last Worldwide Communion Sunday of this century, we give you

thanks for blessing us with dreams and adventure, laughter and song, tears and compassion,
imagination and perseverance, and especially for companionsdaityyourneys who

listen, and for communities where we are loved. Be alive among us this morning as we
thoughtfully consider the wideness of your invitation to salvation and affirm the full
participation and presence of all people in your human famithelmew century ahead of

us and in the next millennium, embolden us to explore new ways of being and working

when our circumstances change dramatically and we find ourselves in unfamiliar situations.
Listen patiently to our frustration when we wrestlewite things that happen to us, to our

loved ones, and to our world. Guide us in an understanding of you, not as a source of our
troubles, but as our refuge and strength, a very present help in times of trouble. May we who
are made in your image, O Godfrar your compassion, creativity and imagination as we

work to reshape the world around us for good. Send us into the world supported by your
strength, enlivened by your Spirit, and accompanied by your son, Jesus, the Christ. Amen.

INTRODUCTIONS TO THE SRIPTURES
Exodus 20:4, 7-9, 1220

The first lesson is the account of the revelation of divine law to Israel that occurred at Mount
Sinai.

Psalm 19
Psalm 19 is a hymn in praise of the law.

Philippians 3:0 (4b-14)
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The second lesson urges believersvard in faith and away from the lure of setfhteous
contentment.

Matthew 21:3243

The gospel lesson reminds us of the provisions of God, of our own stubbornness and
insubordination, and of the relentlessness of God in calling us to obedience.

*

Proper 23

Date: 10 October 1999

Title: AThe Prepared Guesto
Text: Matthew 22:114

Many parables should not be interpreted alleg
gospel lesson is definitely an allegory. The king in the story stands for God. The peop

found in the highways and byways are the Gentiles. The invited guests are the children of

Israel.

About the time that Matthew was writing, an interesting parallel story was written in the
Jewish Talmud by a first century rabbi:

This may be compared #oking who summoned his servants to a banquet without

appointing a time. The wise ones adorned themselves and sat at the door of the

pal ace, for, they said, Als anything | acki
t heir work, sayadamagueti Cwuint h dietr ep rbeep ar @t i ons
king desired the presence of his servants: the wise entered adorned, while the

fools entered soiled. The king rejoiced at the wise but was angry with the fools.

AThose who adorned themdetweds fibetthkRemasng
and drink. But those who did not adorn themselves for the banquet, let them stand

and watch. o

Invitations are often a problem! Perhaps many of us have been disappointed after
accepting what appeared to be a generous invitation.

Years ago | was invited to have lunch with presidential candidate, Walter Mondale, who

was campaigning in Burlington. | had invitations for two people, and since Mary could

not attend, I i nvited a friend olandat ne to | oi
the rally, and then made our way to the elaborate luncheon. Can you understand my
disappointment, when a person came to the microphone and announced that although
several of Mr. Mondal eds aids would be presen
Mondale was behind schedule and could not attend? My friend, a busy attorney, who

changed his schedule to go to lunch with me in order to meet Mr. Mondale, was cordial,

but | was embarrassed.
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The parable this morning also deals with the problem of hdessgthan joyful responses

to an open invitation. Years ago, on a cold autumn day, | happened to be at the front door
of the Little Brown Church in the Vale, inviting the next wedding couple to come in out

of the cold. "Come on in," | invited them, befdhe previous couple left, and, as |

opened the door wider, a very plump field mouse scurried around them and rushed in
before them. Everybody screamed.

With an open invitation, how does one let the good in and keep the bad out?

There is one more impraes | am left with from Matthew's text. According to Jesus,
when the king finally came into his party with those who had accepted his invitation (the
good and the bad), he noticed a man there who was not wearing wedding clothes.
"Friend," he asked, "how diyou get in here?" The man was speechless. To make a long
story short, Matthew tells us that this man was thrown out.

| stumble over this passage, because | wonder if | am sometimes like the one who wants
to come to the party but with no thought of rasgibility in it and for it. The rejected

man in the parable came unprepared for anything other than celebrating. He did not
realize that he needed to respond to the open invitation with the proper attitude, which
demanded more than just the proper atéifdnough the proper attire would certainly be

an indicatior-a hint, a reflectionof a correct and suitable attitude.

| have known people who came to church like that: unprepared, unsuitable, sometimes

i mproperly dr essed ac crdsrTthay nage to loe emestaned pe o p |
more than to participate in worship and Christian fellowship. They came to see what they
could get out of the service, rather than to see what they could put into it. They would

spend more timioking at what everybody elsvas wearing than in examining their

own spiritual clothing. In short, they were not very good guests. Another example might

be a family who, after a long absence from worship, came on a Sunday that included a
potluck luncheon following worship, not brimg a dish to share, but just pretending they

did not know about the luncheon.

Letébs face it. Our world stildl makes | ight
anywhere and realize it. It is not just that the Gospel is ignored; even the governor of
Minnesota ridicules it. People are frightened of religious expressions of faith, and in their

fear they use ridicule. And those who do believe, sometimes become so defensive in their
reactions to this indifference that they create their own idols, thinkingstidhin Christ

needs their personal protection in order to survive. We hear preposterous phrases in the
medi a: "We have thrown God out of the <cl as
children’s lives by not having school prayer,” and on and on, as tatjtile human

beings can ever push God out of our lives.

Notice that our lesson this morning does not say that, because the invited guests did not

come to the banquet, the wedding was canceled. No. The wedding and the feast went on
as scheduled. The gnthing that changed was the guest list.
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God does not alter God's plans because of the indifference of human beings. God does
not withdraw the feast. The choice is up to us; the choice is ours. It is we who accept or
reject Godds invitation to joy.

The nmessage of the parable is clear: We cannot use our families, or our work, or anything

el se as an excuse for staying away from Godos
the offering is a matter of life and death. Our spiritual survival is at stake. Ansbyet

many people find excuses and are attracted by the affairs of the world more than by the

needs of the human spirit.

"The world is too much with us.” We are consumed by commerce; our lives are too busy
and cluttered; our private worlds are too noisfig¢ar the invitation to a banquet of joy.

And when we are reminded of the standing invitation, we are embarrassed. We have
found other things to occupy our time and consume our energy.

And that brings us to the paradox of this invitation to a banquetpfj The ki ngodos
servants invited both those who were good and those who were bad. They all were

invited because of the generosity of the king, not because they had done something to
deserve the invitation.

That is the invitation to us: to accepttheinviteon t o Godds banquet of | c
change our sense of what is important and of value.

Why should we reject such an invitation? Leto
*

Proper 24

Titl e: AWhen You Find Yourself Between a Rock

Text: Exodus 33:1:23
Date: 17 October 1999

Moses has pitched the tent of meeting, a place where people could seek God, outside the

camp. The golden calf incident has driven a w
between Moses and the people. Mosgasst were, between a rock and a hard place. So,

he now seeks to know God better. Is it too late?

WE CAN get ourselves into some real Aj amso i n

A few years ago, Allen was driving home late one night, after closing the Hardees

Restauranin Charles City, where he worked. Just as he approached Nashua, traveling, |
assume, at his accustomed speed, which is abo
on, but he was so close to home that he thought he would just drive the rest of the way

andthen tell me about the light when he got home. A few blocks later, however, all the
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red lights on the dashboard came on and there was a sudden exploding sound, as a rod
shot out through the engine wall, followed by a silence, through which he steered the

dead frontwheeldrive car to the side of the road without the help of power steering. He
tel ephoned from the Caseyds General Store
catastrophe. | picked him up in another car and we left the dead one where it died unti
morning. When pressed for an explanation, Allen really did not have one. This was not

the first motor vehicle that setfestructed in front of him or around him; it was the third
vehicle in as many years.

Why, in the short span of three years could didlearn that when all of the red lights are
flickering he should come to a complete stop, then and there? Did he check the oil the last
time he got gas? Who knows? Yes, the check engine light came on quite often in that car,
but, obviously, this was naté night to ignore it. Allen, to put it mildly, had put himself

bet ween the proverbial Airock and a hard pl
Nor am I.)

We, all of us, have probably been there. You know where | sriedmat A pl ace o whe
find ourselves occasionally, and probably more often than we would admit: embarrassed,
shamefaced or guiltipoking, trying to please everybody and failing miserably,
determined to move in the Arighto directio
one;te ri bly vul nerable and unsur e; i n short,
with no place to go to get out of the wagulnerable and exposed for all to see.

Between a rock and a hard place is where we sometimes find ourselves!
Have you ever gone @very nice restaurant, and splurged, only to find out AFTER the
dinner that the restaurant takes no credit cards, and the bill is ten dollars more than what

you have in your wallet, and you didndét ©br

Have you ever been pulled overbffa i endl y St ate Trooper for
who was nice enough to tell you that he was only going to give you a warning, but, as he

examined your driverds | icense, he infor me
last year?

Haveyoueer fil aid down the | awd to a teenager,
incident with a motor vehicle and he will be grounded for the rest of his dependent life,

and then the Aone moreo infraction occurs?

Have you ever gone to a physician for one paldicminor health problem and been told
that you had two or three more problems that were much more serious?

Have you ever fought an addiction, and won, only to be continually tempted?

And so it goes. We are well amdtandahatded wi t
pl ace. 0
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So was Moses.

During the past months, we have followed him, from his birth, through his call to lead the

Hebrews. We have followed him calling down the plagues, marching across the Red Sea,

wandering around the Sinai Peninsaad climbing up the holy mountain to bring down

the Ten Commandment s. Moses didndét have an ea
Children of Israel continued to sin and grumble and complain all the way.

In Exodus 33 we read that God is angry with the Hebr@wis time they had really done

it. They had made a cast image and worshipped it. They had turned their earrings into a

calf. And then they broke the first commandment by bowing down to it. God was so mad

t hat God said t o Mos é&this pedpleino the Prdmisedibancth ot goi ng
So, you go. You take them, because | cannot s

Moses found himself ifbet ween a rock and a ha

On one side is the stubborn Children of Israel, and on the other side is the agmandi
Lord God who commands them forward and requires obedience. Vulnerable and
exposed, Moses decides that the best course of action is to plead with God, reminding
God of all the promises he has already made. And then Moses begs for the glory of the
L o r pré&sence to accompany the Children of God so they will be protected. And God

says, AOK, o0 but with serious hesitance and re
but Moses will not get to see it directly. Go
|l nstead, when the dazzling |ight of the Lordo
put Moses in an opening in the rock and cover
exactly what God does. And Moses is Asavedo b
For me, this is a story of hope! I find hope i
especially when I find myself fAbetween a rock
Perhaps | ought to |l ook more at Goddés glory |
the cleft of a rock. Fom that vantage point | should be able to know that there is no way |

can ever repay what God has done for me. And neither can you. But it is enough; it is

enough glory to send me out into the week ahead, as a more committed human being than

| was beford had a glimpse of that glory.

The compassionate, demanding Father knew what he was doing with Moses, and he

knows what he is doing with me and with you,
rock and a hard place. 0 | nonhyarbéndedbyave we ar e

marvelous presence that calms a confused mind and sends us onward to be better
reflections of his glory. God shines (even from the back side) into my darkest places,
illuminating and cleansing me.

There are worse placesto beintfdhhan fAbet ween a rock and hard p
|l ive every day right in the Athick of thingso
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Goddbés hand, but we see enough to venture o
on the dashboard of tloar.

Let us pray.
Rock of Ages, cleft for me, let me hide myself in Thee. Amen.
INTRODUCTION TO THE SCRIPTURES

EXODUS 33:1223
The first lesson is an extended petition of Moses to God so that God would accompany
the people of Israel on their wilderndssvels.

PSALM 99
Psalm 99 is a song of praise that celebrates the power of God.

THESSALONIANS 1:110
Our second lesson is probably the earliest preserved Pauline letter, and, as such, it is
likely the earliest preserved piece of Christian literature.

MATTHEW 22:1522
In the gospel lesson we learn about seeking the divine advantage in cutting deals here on
earth.

Proper 25
Date: 24 October 1999
Titl e: AnThe Wil I of God I n a Nutshello

Text: Matthew 22:346

Job descriptions are usually very brieftéd, when people describe something or
someone of importance, they count their words and make their point as quickly as
possible. Sometimes, when people ask a question, all they want is andaasvesf
answer.

| hate to admit this to you, but so mamyés in the ministry | have experienced the

lengthiest answer to a simple question. Ministry often deals with the opposite of brevity.

While attending seminary and studying homiletics, one of my favorite definitions of a
sermon was @t wo csreacnommedds ionft ot htewoelnotgyy mi nut es

On the contrary, in the business worl d, I
of the facts, or | have asked someone to please boil it down to what | need to know. | just
want to know the facts. Stories are fs@metimes, but not right now. Just the facts, thank
you! "Just tell me what | need to know!" That seems to be our modern compromise
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between, on the one hand, "l want to know everything about everything”, and "Don't tell
me, | don't want to know."

What dowe need to know? What is essential?

As a high school student, |l |l earned about CIi
never have been able to pass college English literature courses. The reading lists were

impossible. No one could read that muclone semester and have time for anything else.

Did | actually read all of the Canterbury Tales, all those Shakespeare plays, and Don

Qui xote? Well, yes, but only sort of, thanks
generation has an even greateraadage over mine, for he can usually just go to see the

movie.)You can scoff at me, but | know that there are others who have taken shortcuts in

order to accomplish some task. | am certain that there are others here this morning who,

for whatever reasoiried to save some work and time and cut some corners, taking the

easy way out . Face it. Even i f you have never
cuts from time to timePguess that is why | am not so surprised to hear Jesus say that it

isokayt o use Clsiof ftos spetacks, when it comes to sumn
commandments.

I n todayés | esson, we note Jesus' ability to
Sadducees. A lawyer decides to take a shot at this popular young teacher hedhss hear

much about: AWhich commandment is first, o he
knowing | was talking to a lawyer, | think | would have asked for a little clarification

bef ore answering, which is a | aWwtenr 6s tacti c.
order? First in importance? What do you mean by ALL? There are over 600

commandment s! Do you really mean ALL or just

But, Jesus knows better. He doesn't argue or quibble orexassine; he simply answers

t he |sastwpdeuestion. And, rather than answer in his own words, he turns to that
source of authority that he, and the lawyer, and everyone listening recognizes and
acknowledges, because Jesus quotes scripture, partly from Deuteronomy and, on top of
that, pary from Leviticus. Then he slips in an extra commandment, giving the lawyer

t wo answers when he asked for only one: AThe
God, the Lord is one; you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all

your soul, and with all your mind, and with al
shall |l ove your neighbor as yourself.® There
these. o And then to further make his point, J
deend all the | aw and the prophets. 0

In other words, by doing these two, you have done everything that really matters; by
doing these two, the rest will take care of themselves. By doing these two things, you
have written your job description as a discipledlesus Christ. Everything etsall our

acts of piety, all our religious devotion, all of our "su@aristian” spiritual calisthenies

is like the icing on the cake. It is all extra! And besides, without the two BIG ONES,
none of that other stuff meaasything anyway!
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This was radical stuff in Jesusd day, and
basics have revolutionized the entire world. You know how miniaturization has
revolutionized the electronics industry. In computer design, wieal tastake a room full

of vacuum tubes can now be put on a single computer chip. The ability to perform

complex mathematic calculations now fits in the palm of your hand or in your shirt

pocket. (How I painfully recall studying land surveying as a civijie@ering student in

the early 1960s, and all we had for our complex calculations were hugecriasked

calculators.)

That is what Jesus did to the will of God. He took volumes and volumes of law and
commentary and put it in a few simple words that aeyand everyone can understand.
He put the will of the Almighty God of the universe in a nutshell, as it were, so that you
and | can carry it around and look at it any time.

*

Proper 26

Date: 31 October 1993

Text: Matthew 23:112

Titl e: A HaéChastled™e n and t h

Recently, | have been reading aboutatied Evangelicals and other Fundamentalists
waging a crusade against Halloween. Perhaps there is some merit in their efforts,
because, as the news media have reported this week, Americans will hegper $3

billion dollars this year on Halloween stuff. Halloween is now a major marketing target

in the commercial world and has literally consumed the harvest and Thanksgiving season.
The commercial world goes right from Halloween to Christmas.

I, parsonally, would rather see the three billion dollars go to food for the hungry and
shelter for the homeless, but is all the attention given to Halloween by some
Fundamentalistsas if Halloween somehow embodies all that is wrong with our culture,
our schots, our childrer-really sensible? We hear a great deal from the lunatic fringe
about creeping secular humanism, and how it has found its holiday home in Halloween,
which supposedly celebrates the existence of witches, goblins, devils, vampires and
ghosts.

Not wanting to promote the presence of evil, some genuinely frightened Christian parents
are actually pulling their children out of public schools, with Halloween as their primary
reason. Instead of fearing drugs or violence or a generally poor eduocatibair

children, these parents cite the prevalence of Halloween parties and spooky stories as
evidence that while Christianity is expressly excluded from the classroom, Satanism is
actively welcomed.

The truth is hardly that dramatic. In fact, thethris that Christianity itself "took over"

Hal | oween. 1600 hundred years ago, the Dru
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That ds right; Ha | loeeryjastlike Ghrsstmas. TGehQelis selebratenl t a k e
the beginning of their New Year on Xember 1, by offering a variety of bonfires, animal

and vegetable sacrifices, and welshing prayers to those who had died throughout the

previous year. They believed that the souls of their departed friends and family members

spent New Year's Eve beipgidged as to what form they should take for the next year.

Good souls entered other human bodies at birth, they believed; bad souls entered animal
bodies. On November 1, New Year's Day, the souls traveled to their new abodes.

Christian missionaries quigktook over this pagan celebration, transforming it into "All
Saints' Day" or "All Hallows' Day" (i.e. a holy day, not a damned day), a holy day to
commemorate the lives of all the saints of the church who have no special calendar day of
their own, and t@ecognize the individual Christians within every congregation who have
joined the Church Eternal in the last year.

The Celtic celebration, its meaning and symbols newly enriched by layers of Christian

t heol ogy, simply shif teelteevehtethat used e trangpiret he soul
on New Year's Day (November 1) now occurred on New Year's/All Hallows' Eve,

October 31. All of Halloween's truly strange traditiedssguising ourselves in costumes,

welcoming strangers at our doors with "treats," kegpgpecial jaclo-lantern vigil

lights--stem from this ancient need for humans both to recognize and greet the certainty

of death, and yet, at the same time, find a way to somehow keep its powers at bay. Indeed

the "underground" nature that the Christmasence necessarily imposed on the old

Celtic celebration undoubtedly heightened its power and its appeal.

How? I will show you.

There is in psychology "the rule of paradoxical effect." The rule of paradoxical effect
means that if any point is stressbngly enough, those listening or reading will

develop an opposite attitude. For example, if | tell you that whatever happens during the
next ten minutes, you are not to think about the candles that are burning on the altar, what
will be the one thinghat will haunt your mind for the next ten minutes? Or in its classic
formulation, tell a child who is eating peas not to dare stick a pea in his nose when you
leave the room.

| submit that the rule of paradoxical effect is exactly what those who noandhilail

against the "evilness" of Halloween may expect to see enacted. In fact, one might say the
conservative crusade against Halloween is exactly what the Devil wants. Just as the early
church failed to stamp out Samhain among pagan Celts 1600 yeatkiagew attack

on Halloween by sa@alled Christians can only succeed in making All Hallows' Eve all

the more "devilish.” By calling for its ban, one makes it stronger.

We see this problem in todayods gosgpheil | esson.
version of what pious people should believe and how they should behave. Jesus saw right

through their prayerful posturing and fringed fakery, recognizing the Pharisees' demand

that everyone should behave as they, the Pharisees, deemed fit, agbotisyrand a
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dangerous invitation for the seeds of #dpar
urged his listeners to demonstrate their distinctiveness, their faithfulness, not through
pretendpiety but through attitudes of true humility, accepnce and equal i ty.
Christians understand this? The Church is not in the morals business; the Church is in the
forgiveness business.

One specific suggestion published by some groups battling the perceived satanic
influence in Halloween, calls fgarents to band together, march into their child's public
school a few days before Halloween, and dramatically tear down all the construction
paper witches, ghosts and goblins adorning the halls and wallso'Jdackerns are to be
smashed, orange anthtk streamers pulled down, and all of it is to be ceremoniously
dumped in the principal’s office with the declaration that the religion of Satanism has no
place in a public school curriculum. Of course, such behavior by adults would be
unlawful, and hopeifily if people did such a thing they would be arrested and fined.

How could any adult justify such behavior in front of children?

Instead of attacking cardboard @uits of ghosts and goblins, Christians should be
concerned with the real horrors of litbg tangible specters of death that haunt so many
children in the light of every day, not just in the darkness of All Hallows' Eve. It seems to
me that adults who could act that way would also most certainly qualify for getting their
windows soaped, anfi¢ir lawns trashed, and their cars egged, or something worse, come
Halloween night.

Halloween is, basically, about mortality.

Banning Halloween cannot banish death. But, Christians can face the truth of Halloween
night with the knowledge that death is N@he end. The real power of death,
straightforwardly acknowledged on All Hallows' Eve, is shown to be truly broken by the
celebration of All Saints' Day.

Death does not plunge the Christian into separation and darkness. It ushers believers into
the greatr communion of the Church Eternal. In the face of all the specters of death
conjured up on Halloween night by human fear and guilt, Christians should rejoice in

their freedom to say "Happy Halloween!" That has always been my greeting to children
on Halloween, and that is what Mary and | taught Allen to say as a child when people
greeted him at their front doors.

Happy Halloween! As members of Christ's eternal body, we need not fear any of the
creatures of darkness that the human mind has created to ¢t@tpprehend mortality.
We are Christians, and we do not need to do that.

Next Sunday, as it follows All Saints Day, we will remember all those who have gone
before us in the faith, and the true meaning of All Saints Day will once again triumph
over All Hallows Eve. Perhaps one more tradition from the ancient Celtic Festival of
Samhain will illustrate how.



According to legend, as each family came to the communal bonfire on the Eve of
Samhain, they brought with them the final coal from each of their oarhse

Combining these coals they would start a huge, warming watch fire. (In many parts of the
world this is still done on New Years Eve.) At the conclusion of the night, after spending
the evening telling stories about the ones who had passed awayttierprgvious year,

the participants would allow the bonfire to die down.

Finally, all that would be left was a small heap of glowing coals. Each family would

gather one of these embers and carefully nurture its warmth until they once again reached
theirhome hearth. There, that single coal from the community bonfire would be used to
restart the family peat fire as the New Year slowly dawned. It was a new day, a new
winter, but it would be warmed by the memories of loved ones long past.

So it is with usm modern times as All Saints' Day still triumphs over All Hallows' Eve.
BENEDICTION

And now, give us, O Lord, a steadfast heart, which no unworthy affection may drag
downward; Give us an unconquered heart, which no tribulation can wear out; Give us an
upright heart, which no unworthy purpose may tempt astd@omas Aquinas (1225

1274)

(Proper 27)

All Saints Sunday

Date: 07 November 1999

Title: AThe Special Children of Godo
Texts: I. John 3:B, Ephesians 2:8

Good morning saints! Does that cayse just a little discomfortb ei ng cal |l ed fAsai nt
But you really are saints. | know what you might be thinking, though. Perhaps at some

point in your life, a parent or spouse or close friend might have remarked that you were

no saint. I'm telling you ne that you are. You are saints and so am | a saint. And now

you know that!

The Apostle Paul used the term fisainto to ref
to the fisaintso in Corinth, to theefisaintso i
mi ght write to us as the Asaintso in Ricevild]l

Sometimes | read the letters of Paul with a smile. He writes to the "saints" in Corinth and
then proceeds to lambaste them for their dreadful behavior. So, somehow, the term
Asai nt®l atsecdhottora personds behavior.
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The term "saint" comes from the Latin term "sanctus" which means holy. How can we
use the term "Holy One" to refer to us? Well, it should not be too much of a stretch if we
understand the lesson this morning from |. Johrubeing very special children of God.

We can be called saints because of what God has @onéwoliness is not dependent on
what we do, but it is dependent on what God has done. Let's get that clear from the start.
Paul wrote to the saints in Ephesuspr'it is by God's grace that you have been saved
through faith. It is not the result of your own efforts, but God's gift, so that no one can
boast about it.o (Ephesians 2:8, 9)

But that's not all. Being saved through failmd we are hearing a great balaout what

these words mean right now, as Lutherans and Roman Catholics are making remarkable
progress in a groundbreaking mutual understanding of the relationship between faith and
salvation-Being saved through faith means, that not only does Godséoagir sins and

all the garbage that we carry around, but our lives are also credited with all the good
things that Jesus did in his life.

| know that this may be difficult to understand. You have to use your imagination. When
theologians getexcitedasdt art t al king with all their

t h

your i magination. So, |l etbés use our i magin

Can you imagine a photo album with photos of all the things that you ever did in your
life, good and bad and everything in between? Canryagine that? | am imagining

now what my album might be like. If it were divided into three chapters, good, bad, and
in between, | wonder which would be the thickest?

Cautiously | open the album, a little afraid of what | might find. To my surprisel iin
the rotten stuff I've ever done is gone; it is removed. It is not there. In its place are
photos-modern photosof Jesus doing all his good works.

Why? How? Because we, as Christians, have the spirit of Christ dwelling in us. We are
people who arbeing transformed, and becoming Chiiké through the work of the

Holy Spirit. Therefore, when we look in the album we don't see our old selves; we see
our new selves.

That is why we can be called saints. Not because of what we have done, but because of
what God has done in Chri$t/le may not be perfect, but we are on our way. Therefore,
we are saintsThat is my first conclusion this morning, but | have another.

| have always enjoyed the Peanuts comic strip. In one of my favorite episodes, Lucy tells
Charlie Brown, "I have examined my life and found it to be without a flaw. Therefore,

| 6m going to hold a ceremony and present
acceptance speech. After that | will greet myself in the receiving line." And she
concludes sadly, "When you are a saint, you have to do everything yourself."
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| suppose that is the idea that some of us may have of saints, but that is not the original
biblical idea of saintliness. The original idea was about people like you and me.

TheChristian saints are not perfect, they may be far from it, but they are pointed in the
right direction. They are on the right road, and with God's help through Christ, they are
seeking, and moving toward God's love, but they cannot do that alone.

We arecalled Saints because we are part of a community of shirgsmpossible to be

a saint alone, all by ourselves. It takes the whole community of faith together. Clare

Booth Luce had an interesting description of the church as a community of faith. She

w ote, AA good stained glass window is made uj
glass held together with lead. The result is a figure. The portrait of a saint is only a

fragment of a great and still uncompleted mostie portrait of Jesus. Each damlike

a piece of colored glass in a total picture depicting Christ. The church, the communion of
saints, is the body of Christ. The | ead that

We have come here together on this day to celebrate All Salintisgether; to find out
more about who we are, where we are going, and who is going with us.

YES, THE SAINTS ARE MARCHI N6 | N!

Let s go, SAINTS!

Proper 28
Date: 14 November 1999
Titl e: AGodbébs Entrepreneur so

Text: Matthew 25:180

This parable dén confuses people because of the way it is translated into English.

Il n common English, a tal ent i's an inborn ab
has come to mean a special gift, something with which a person is born. The shape of the

vocal dords and the resonating areas in a singer's head, might cause us to say that the

person has a singing talent. But not all those who have these physical attributes grow up

to become a Marilyn Horne or a Beverly Sills or a Jessye Norman or Luciano Pavarotti

There have been thousands of talented composers throughout the centuries, but we know
of only one J. S. Bach, one Mozart, one Beeth

The words of great writers have enchanted us from the times of King David and Homer
all the way to Shakespeare and John Milton. Millions of words are written down every
day and, despite the proliferation of television and the Internet, bookstores are groaning
under the weight of new books, but only the most talented authors endure. Arad what
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long time it has been since Rembrandt and Van Gogh appeared on the scene, even though
there are hundreds more art galleries and superb museums all over the world, than there
were even a few decades ago.

All the people mentioned above had great taléftisy were born with a gift that was

rich and unique. But they all are honored, remembered and praised, because they lived up
to their talents. They had the gift, but hard work and perseverance on their part caused the
gift to become a giver. And here Isetkey to understanding our message this morning:

the star characters in the story lived up to their talents. They did not just treasure them;
they grew them; they lived up to them.

As in the first two e xthesertaet whobmivedtthefivay 6 s g o
talents and doubled them, and the servant who received the two talents and doubled
those-the gifted people we admire do more than please themselves; they delight the rest

of us. Their gift, when shared, becomes a gift to us also.

The giftof talent is a great trust. Some people are more talented than others, just as some
people are more pleasing to the eye than others.

Throughout the ages, much has been expected of talented people. Those who are given
the talents, i.e. the trust, haveraa responsibility to use them for growth and for good.
Others, because of laziness and indifference, do nothing with the gifts they were born
with. They squander them or hide them, just as the third servant did.

Before we read too much into this paralilewever, let us look at some facts that add a
twist to our story.

Il n ancient times, a Atalentd was a measur e
obviously the weight of gold or silver. Each talent was probably about a thousand dollars
accordingts ome hi stori cal research. 't coul d me
or it could also mean the amount a person

talent a large sum of something.

On the surface, this parable is about a wealthy businesamdathe business managers

who look after his money while he is gone. So, this is a story about a big chunk of

money, a big wad of cash. Letbs |l eave it a
else into it.

The wealthy businessman did not wantrenagers to just protect his investments in
some kind of a trust fund until he came back. So let us play with this story a little for the
sake of illustration.

The first manager had a Masters Degree in Business Administration from the Wharton

School of Fnance. He knew about finances and he was good with the stock markets. So
the rich man gave that servant the largest amount, hoping that he could make more.
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The second manager was the type who had done a little investing for his great aunt so
that she wowl have enough income to stay in her own home as she aged gracefully. That
manager knew a thing or two about Money Market accounts and Certificates of Deposit.
So, he was given a smaller amount than the first manager.

The third manger didn't know much alboooney. He was the type who just had a
savings account at a bank. So the businessman gave that guy the smallest amount.

When the businessman left town, two of the managers went about their business trying to

put their bossds mo rewmyedthe gathaered the thré®togethert he bos s
and asked them what they had done with the talents he had given to them. The first one,

the MBA from Wharton, replied, "Well, | took a big chance: I invested in high risk junk

bonds and | made five more talents."dAthe boss said, "Well done good and faithful

servant. You have done good with little; | will entrust you with much."

Then the boss asked the second servant, i What

He replied, "l put it in a C.D. at the Credit Union. It came destgrday with a yield of
two talents.”" And the boss said, "Well done good and faithful servant. You have done
good with little; I will entrust you with much."

Then the boss turned to the third servant and said, "What about you?"

"Oh, sir, | knew you wera hard man and that if | lost your money you would be furious.

| took care of your money just like | take care of my money. | would never have dared to
buy junk bonds, and that Credit Union almost went bankrupt a few years ago. The last
thing | wanted wasor you to be mad at me, so I hid your talent in the ground so that |
would not lose it through bad investments."

AYou idiot! The | east you could have done wou
account in a bank like the bank in which you havaas ngs account . 0

nTake

the talent away from him. Give it to th
my sight

. O

Is my version of the parable too harsh? Perhaps. But the overall point is made through the
exaggeration. We have been given so much slifiei. If we truly realize that all of it is a

gift from God, we will want to give thanks for these gifts. But more than that, we will

want, every day, to do something creative and constructive with the talents we have. If
we dondét wuse tthemm, we wi | | | oose

Someday God will ask us, what have you done with all that | have given you?

What are we going so say?
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What is the most important gift you possess? Are you still wisely and effectively utilizing
it? Have you lived up to it?

If not, dig it up, dusit off, and try again.
PASTORAL PRAYER:

Lord God, we give you thanks for all your gifts to us: for daily food, for health, for each
breath we take, for freedom to choose, for the gifts of your word, your power and your
love. Our hearts are truly ovelneimed, O God, when we consider how you have
entrusted so much to us. May we be worthy of that trust; may we be a people who are
unafraid to live as fully and as richly as you want us to live

Help us, we pray, as followers of your son, Jesus, to mullpthat you have given us,

to risk spreading your word, to gamble by loving those whom others do not love, to take
chances by doing good to those who have not done good to us. Help us to-fikéethith

and to desire to increase your glory and your gosslirethis world. Make us people who
share in both word and deed that which you have given to us.

We pray, O God, for this family of faith, that, together, we may discover, develop, and
use all our gifts, those of nature and those of grace, for the behefhers.

We pray for those who are poor in body or in spirit, for those who are oppressed and
heavy laden, for those who are sick or in despair, and for all those who need and desire
our prayers. Minister, O God, by your Spirit, and by us, to alefioswhom we have
prayed, and help us walk faithfully in the path of our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen.

*

Proper 29

Date: 21 November 1999

Titl e: AEnt ering Gates Wi th Thanksgivingo
Text: Psalm 100:4

The same thing has happened to me a number of timesshibg years wear on, it seems
to happen more and more, and that is a matter of concern. Please allow me to explain.

For example, not long ago, | entered the Mason City Downtown Mall. Threalwesked
women were following me as | approached the mairaené doorway. They were in the
spirit for major retail therapy, | could tell: all talking at the same time; their high heels
clicking away on the concrete; fluttery garments fluttering, hair glued into position even
for the windiest lowa afternoon.

| arrived at the entrance first, so | instinctively reached for the door, opened it, and held
it for the three women. They never stopped talking. Somehow, they managed to enter the
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doorway one at a time instead of all at once. Their bird chirping echoedeantthace

hall. On they went through the second set of doors, because, thank God, one of them was

able to open a door all by herself. The second door closed before | got to it, however,

because | had paused at the first door, waiting for one of themiotsdayank you, 0 but |
waited in vain.

About ten years ago, | recall reading an article on manners in the new politically correct,
nongenderspecific age. The article claimed a new, polite procedure for opening doors:
the first person arriving at a doorwayhether male or female, should open the door for
the person or persons following him or her. Truthfully, | thought that was a great
improvement over the situation at the time. No one at that time seemed to be opening
doors for anyone beside themselves.

Another example of our thankless society might be from this past Halloween. There were
plenty of trickor-t r eat er s saying, ATrick or Treat.o | e
AHappy Hall oween. 0 Bu4youg éxeept somithe yoangver y f ew t h
chidren who were prodded to by their parents who
than two hundred candy bars later, | could still count the number of-tlarskon one

hand.

| would also like to offer an example of what | would call a meaningless y@nkDo

any of you watch the Today Show? After the typical interview or discussion, the
interviewer usually says fAthank you. o0 The g
t he dialogue at the end of nearly eerery int
happened to Ayoudre welcome?0 When did you
with fiyoudre welcome?090

ue
er
| a

Do things like that bother you? Does a lack of manners bother you? Does a total lack of
gratitude bother you? When people forget to practice goathena and thoughtfulness,
does it make your life a little less joyful? When people fail to express gratitude, does
something seem to be very wrong with the world?

Here, in the United States of America, we have a national holiday dedicated to the art of

sying Athank you.o06 I|It, Thanksgiving, is not g
these days as Hall oween or Christmas or Val en
it is still on the calendar. And it has not yet been moved to a Monday, like atmstal

holidays. It is still where it has been for quite some time: the last Thursday in November.

Many nations commemorate wars, and those who fought in them. Many commemorate

nati onal heroes. Very few pause ihegthsay fAt hank
Redeemer of life.

This week, we in this nation will pause to do just that. We remember, of course, the time
in 1621 when a strong, courageous group of people prepared a dinner to which they
invited everyone to honor and acknowledge God's geitygrgsace and mercy. It was a

"thank you" dinner for survival. It was celebrated in the midst of hardship and adversity,

in a strange and foreign land, and yet, the celebrants acknowledged that God had blessed
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them. In this act and by their invitationgeople not related to them in any way, they, the
Pilgrims, remembered their manners. They practiced thoughtfulness. They exhibited
gratitude to a generous and loving God. They set an example, which we try to follow
today.

So it is that we gather here tgd@a give thanks to God, and then, in the week ahead, on
Thursday, in our homes or in the homes of relatives or friends, we feast, and feast
abundantly.

That may be the ritual, but that is not the purpose of Thanksgiving. The purpose is to
remind those ofis who participate that we are not the authors of our lives. Sometimes we
may be almost in control, but most of the time we are not.

Two weeks ago or so, | read about a shopper at the local shopping mall who, on a break
from her office job, felt the neddr an afternoon coffee break. She bought herself a little
bag of gourmet cookies and put them in her shopping bag. She then got in line for coffee,
found a place to sit at one of the crowded tables, and then, taking the lid off her coffee
and taking oua magazine, began to sip her coffee and read. Across the table from her, a
man sat reading a newspaper.

After a minute or two she reached out and took a cookie from the bag. As she did, the
man seated across the table reached out and took one too. finés pfi, but she did not

say anything. A few moments later she took another cookie. Once again the man did so
too. She was very annoyed, but she still did not say anything even though she wanted to.

After having a few more sips of coffee she once agsached for a cookie. So did the

man. She was now really upset by this, because only one cookie was left. Apparently the
man also realized that only one cookie was left. Before she could say anything, he took it,
broke it in half, offered half to her, aptoceeded to eat the other half himself. Then he
smiled at her and, putting his newspaper under his arm, rose and walked off.

She was irate. Her coffee break was totally ruined. She went over and over in her mind
how she was going to tell her-wmrkers ®#out this offence. She folded her magazine,
opened her huge shopping bag, and, as she put her magazine into the bag, saw her own
unopened bag of cookies.

| realize that my two main illustrations in this sermon may seem to be sexist. | also know
that men d the same kinds of things. But that is not my point. My point, at this point,

and in conclusion, should be obvious: There is a basic need in every individual to be
generous, to be grateful, and to be thankful. If we do not work on meeting those basic
need, then we will never know what it means to be mannerly, or polite, or politically
correct.
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SERMONS

Advent 1
Date: 28 November 1999
Medi tati on: AfThee nlthor ee Wor ds of Adyv

WAIT. WATCH. WAKE. Three words of Advent! How do we use them?
| am not quite certain of how many times this has happened lately, but after dinner, Mary
and | often have a conversation that goes som

gobo bed. o

Reply: #Al do, too. o

AwWell, we need to wait | ong enough to clean u
AO. k., but thatoés as long as | can wait.o
ABut one of wus netadscheochattitdr wédrat memwso

AO. K, but afté@arstbeyweather, | &m

AAnd one of us needs to walk the dog. o
Then, one of us will stay to watch the news, while the other walks the dog and then tries
to get ready for bed before the TV person can do so, only to return to the TV room to find
the TV volunteer asleap front of the TV.

AHey, Hey, Hey. Wake up, and go to bed. o

WAIT. WATCH. WAKE. The three words of Advent! They are such human words. We
use them so often.

WAIT A MINUTE.
WATCH OUT.
WAKE UP.

As it has been said, life is what happens while we arengather plans, so wait a
minute, will you; watch out; wake up.

Life has its ways of catching us off guard. Most of us have had moments that have
thrown us off balance. In order not to be thrown by these events, Jesus describes the life
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we need to live ow: a life shaped by the sharp eye of vigilance, standing guard at life's
doorways, letting in the good, and barring the door to what is evil and corrupting to our
faith. Our faith needs to be nurtured by daily care and attentiveness that will sustain us
when life plays one of its tricks on us.

The shows we are seeing on television in these weeks, leading up to January 1, would
have us think that the new millennium will play tricks on us; that it means danger and
disaster, as the clocks in antiquated cotapsystems will cease to function. So what are
we to do, some have asked in alarm?

Well, | say, if the clock is broken, fix it. We have skilled persons who have a knack for
electronics and computer programming. | doubt that it would take them veryol@irg t

the broken clock if the new millennium does play tricks on us. It may sound trite, but |

don't expect it will be the end of the world if somedim t t ed computer oper
reset his or her clock.

Several weeks ago | took my old laptop comptea brilliant young man who just

started a new computer service center. | have always liked that computer, but it is now

ten years old, and the memory battery had died. | asked the young man to please advise

me as to what | might do to tgate the comper. | had updated it several times before.

Ot her computer Aexpertsod had advised me ye
kept my friend. | really like that computer. What else could | do with my good old friend,

| asked the young man?

AOh, we @anmhot of neat stuff, o0 he replied.

He did a few tests, found a replacement battery, helped me clean up my hard drive, and
declared my modem just fine. He also pointed out that my calendar was just fine up until

2099. Thabs ri ght, t he mdopcomaterolutengears ago,made hat | a
sure that it would function just fine for more than a hundred years, and work flawlessly

right through the turn of the century.

So what is all the alarmist talk about the endheft¢entury and the beginning of a new
millennium? The date is so arbitrary. God had nothing to do with it, and, obviously, a
great many human beings had nothing to do with it either. Both they and God are more
interested in today than in yesterday.

So, wat, and watch, and wake up! | am not certain about the computer industry, but | do
believe that God has always been more interested in what we may become than in what
we have been.

Is God involved in the computer business? | think not.

Is God involved irthe future business? | believe so! And, perhaps that is why God is also
in the forgiveness business, instead of the lottery business.
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PASTORAL PRAYER

Heavenly Father, we have been enriched in every way through the love so clearly
revealed by your sonedus.

As we wait once more to celebrate the birth of your son, we pray for those who have lost
any sense of wonder because of the stress of just living from day to day; for those who
are worn out from the effort of making ends meet.

We pray for familiesvhere relationships have broken down and where children feel
unloved and unwelcome; where family members are forced out of their homes because of
violence and abuse.

We pray for all people who are made to feel unwelcome because of their race, their color,
or their religion. We pray for attitudes that truly reflect Jesus' commandment to love one
another.

We pray for people for whom this Advent season points to a heightened sense of failure
rather than any promise of fulfillment; for people who identifg ge@ason with lost
dreams; for people who know only loneliness and recycled memories.

Hear our Advent prayers, we pray, for you are our God, the God of everything new and
exciting. Amen.

Advent 2
Date: 05 December 1999
Homily/Meditation

I n Marslhp®&d ,ga he baptism of Jesus announces the
According to Mark, this is where it all began. The birthday story is not important to
Mark, nor is anything that preceded this baptism event.

Had Jesus met his cousin, John, befoiedlkient? We do not know. We do know that

Jesus was very impressed with his cousindés mi
happened that day of their meeting by the Jordan River, it was the only external,

hi storically verifiaklreoumarokarm afesa spi Matfael. i
This is the story of Jesusd conversion. On th

What do we know about John? We know that he was probably NOT the kind of person
we would have on our Christmas party guest list. His cloths, hisdooksmyd can you
imagine him washing down his locusts and wild honey with Christmas party eggnog?
John the Baptizer was not described as someone who would be the life of a party!
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John preached about repentance. He called for the Judeans of his day to rdpbkat an

he immersed them in water as a sign of a new inward purity and repentance that would
deliver them from the fires of hell. He was an immensely popular preacher whose career
was widely known to the end of the first century, as the gospels were hetiteg Wi he
Mandeans, a sect who survive to this day near Baghdad, claim John the Baptizer as their
founder.

A

Johnds heavy message of repentance affecte
the early Christians, s upéchmseryMakwdd, and o un d
t hey, as we |l earn from Mar k, qguickly repla
of the gift of the Holy Spirit. Thus, for

forerunner of Jesus.

The drama is intense here as Meggorts the strength of the response to John, while
John has so little to say beyond pointing to Jesus. In the public mind, in his day, John was

very |l ikely a much fAbiggerodo presence than

the Jewish historian dhe first century, that Herod Antipas feared John more than
anyone in the kingdom at that time. John was the one person who could instigate a
revolution, and, as a consequence, Herod had John executed.

So, did John only point the way to Jesus, as Magi@s? Or can we learn more here
about the ministry of Jesus from his encounter with John?

As we learn about John, there is a lot of good news to share already. If we could just
catch up to where John can take us, and be converted, and be forgivenirahaled in
such a fellowship, then weou and {-will be on the way to becoming good news for the
world in which we live.

| f we read the gospel of Mark carefully,
news for Jesus i.7Thetgad rewstioklesgspresugobseslthe gaod n
news of John. That, and perhaps that alone, is why we still have water baptism. But John,
the water Baptizer, points to another bapdsthe baptism of the Holy Spiétthe great

good news to be initiated througbsus.

This Advent, like the thousands who 2,000 years ago flocked to the River Jordan, let us
confess our sins and await the coming of new hope for our lives, as Jesus did. Let us give
thanks to God for our baptism, which binds us together in a comyrafrfaith, as we

wait with anticipation and joy for the coming of the one who baptizes us with the Holy
Spirit. Amen.

Advent 3
Date: 12 December 1999
Theological Reflections on an incomplete sermon.
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Text: John 1:68,19-28.

This week we again heabaut John the Baptist. The first three verses of the gospel of
John in the prologue, celebrate Jesus as the Word of God, or the Logos of God, or the
Wisdom of God.

ALogoso comes from the same root as our Engli
portrayedas t he fAreal wisdomo of God that makes se
worl dés | ogic, the worldbds | ogos. Il n Jesus we
Jesus is Godo6és direct and personal communicat

is the o who brings life and light into the world.

Recall, if you will, how newspaper cartoon artists often place a picture of a light bulb

above a character who is thinking and who has
draws just such a picture; onlythe ght bul b over Jesusd head rep:
logic of God.

(What a great message this is as we come to the beginning of a new century and a new
millennium?)

We also find someone c ar fIhnthgBaptistfwhand hl i ght i n
like to call John the Baptizer. Jesus was sent by God, but so was John the Baptist. John
the Baptist is, according to John the author,

It becomes clear when we look at the lectionary passage as a whole that John the Baptist
was impotant to the writer, but only as a flashlight that points the way to the one with the

l ight bulb over his head. Al am not the Chris
followers evidently saw in him a savior. Therefore, John the author plays dowrth&h
Baptistds role. As we found in Markbés gospel

by God, baptized with water, but the one who would follow him would baptize with the
Holy Spirit. Therefore, the gospel writer portrays John the Baptist aemetgnificant,

and yet as not too insignificant. His chief role is to bear testimony to Jesus, to bear
witness to Jesus, to focus on Jesus, and to light the way to Jesus. The focus is on Jesus.

Nevertheless, it is striking that so much of what is ahiout Jesus is also said about John

in the fourth gospel. Both are sent from God. The chief role of both is to bear witness.
Later, John the Baptist will also be described as a bringer and bearer of light (5:35). In
that sense both John and Jesus areipgibeyond themselves to someone else. There is

no competition here between the two people sent by God. They both serve, essentially, a
single functiod pointing the wag lighting the way, but one carries a flashlight as he
makes his way to the other withetlight bulb over his head.

John, the author, makes things simple for his readers. Simplification is a characteristic of
the fourth gospel. Even the traditional sayings and stories of Jesus are made to serve this
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single theme. Jesus is the one with tgatlbulb above his head, representing life and
l ight and truth. This is how John Adoeso t

Jesus does not compete with John the Baptist. Jesus also does not compete with God.
Both Jesus and John point the way to God. Ultimately, God is the dectral This is

reflected in the fact that the author uses the same language when he writes about Jesus as
when he writes about Johheing sent, bearing a witness, etc. Both characters are
enveloped in light and life and water and bread. Both are invaivénd secalled

spirituality of the fourth gospél the spirituality that makes sense out of life.

As we prepare our hearts and minds for the celebration of Christmas, let us focus on that
spirituality; let us focus on that center; let us look where JodBaptist is looking; let

us | ook to Jesus, the | ight of the worl d,
wi sdomo of God that makes sense of this wo

The light is coming into our world, into our congregation, into our homes, and into our
heats this Christmas season. Let us welcome the Light, and, like John the Baptist, let us
also be faithful witnesses.

INTRODUCTIONS TO THE SCRIPTURES
Isaiah 61:14,8-11

In a passage probably written after the people of Israel returned from Exile to a
devasated land, the prophet foretells the total salvation of God's people. Jesus used the
opening verses as his text when he preached the good news in the synagogue at Nazareth.

1 Thessalonians 5:1%4

Paul is drawing toward the conclusion of his letter hide just exhorted the Thessalonian
Christians regarding personal conduct and their relations within the community. Now he
turns to spiritual matters.

John 1:68,1928

John tells us about the Word, i.e. what God says and accomplishes in creation. Now the
Word enters creation, and a prophet appears to bear witness to this cosmic event in our
midst.

Advent 4

Date: 19 December 1999

Titl e: AThe Surprising Nature of Godds Gr a
Text: Luke 1:2638



About fifteen years ago, while | was teaching in andincollege and serving a church
in Dubuque as a minister of music, | also served as a substitute preacher in nearby
churches.

Several times | preached at a Presbyterian church that was in the process of interviewing
candidates, and, as a result, the ceggtion asked me if | would consider being a
candidate.

| had no immediate intentions of changing denominations, although | had attended two

Presbyterian seminaries and did not feel uncomfortable with the idea, should an

interesting position become aatle. So, | said yes. My personal prayers at the time

were something |ike, AGod, |1 6m not sure about
try. o

(It is not unheard of for a Presbyterian pastor to serve a United Church of Christ
congregation, Wt it is very unusual for a UCC pastor to serve a Presbyterian
congregation, unless the call is to a charge that includes one church of each
denomination.)

In order for me to begin the interview process, | first needed to meet with the Presbytery
to whichthat particular congregation belonged (A Presbytery is like one of our
Associations.).

One member of the Presbytery was a seminary associate professor who asked me a

guestion | was not immediately ready to answer in front of a group of people who were

mostly | aypeople. The question was something |
of Jesus on the basis of biblical authority?o

| struggled to answer the question in terms that would be understood by everyone present.
At first, | simphbuytandswer evghsn®Yegood enough f
professor. She asked me to explain.

| was trapped, and | knew it.

AFirst of all, |l noted, Chr i-calted doctrimeocdbf t he Ref
the virgin birth, only the biblical accountsliuke and Matthew, and the historical creeds
of the Church, namely the Nicene Creed. 0

At that point, the clergy braced themselves, but the laity immediately put their eyelids
into the sermon position.

APaul , 0 | continued, hedobia, whdnnewertfaile@toinclusle i an wr i
everything he deemed important to the faith in his writinggerwrote about the virgin

birth. None of the preachers in the Book of Acts mentioned it. Two of the four gospels

mention nothing about it. Therefore, asteuld assume that it is not something upon

13C



faith i s dependent. Therefore,

which oneds
choice. I woul d rather concentrat

per sonal

My answer seemed to satisfy both thegyeand lay members of the Presbytery, but not
the female associate professor, who continued on and on with her irritating questions,
which cast a very negative mood over what otherwise might have been a very pleasant
interview.

Welld | am still in the UCC Soon after that interview, however, | learned that the
associate professor had been refused tenure and was forced to leave her position.

Do | accept the story of the virgin birth? WeeNvhy not!

After all, what matters most in life: what happens toougow we respond to what
happens to us?

Do I understand the story of the virgin birth? No. There is a great deal about the great
grace of God that | do not understand. Do | believe in the surprising nature of the grace of
God? Yes! Do | understand it? NBometimes, perhaps! Always? No!

Accepting something and understanding something are two different conditions, both of
which are not necessarily required for belief.

| have very little understanding about the workings of the cosmos and the overwhelming
complexity of the universe, but | believe it is there and | believe that all of it is the work
of the Creator God, and | believe these things not only on the basis of biblical authority,
but also on the basis of acquired knowledge from various disci@limesn personal
experience.

If we read and digest the lessons from Luke for today, then, | think, one must conclude

that even Mary, the mother of Jesus, faced this problem. She believed in the great grace

of God. She did not disbelieve what was happetortter; she simply did not understand.

Her reply to God was something | ike, Al 0m
this point on, the reader is required to decide how to accept this story, and this decision is

a personal decision, becaus#ief is not an issue here, only acceptance based upon
knowledge and experience.

Some time ago, | read a story that was written by a minister who had a daughter in
seventh grade. She was a very bright and sensitive and relativeinfoathed girl, but,
even as a pastorés child, she did not unde

One day at her Junior High School, in the cafeteria, one of her curious female friends
asked her, AAre you a virgin?o

Wel |l , the pastor 6s da causesheraallydignstknonewhdtd y o n
virgin was. She did some quick thinking that went something like this: The only virgin
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she had heard about was Mary, the mother of Jesus, and everyone knows that Mary had a
baby. Therefore, a virgin must be a woman Wwhe had a baby.

Thus, armed with that conclusion, the seventh grader announced loudly to her friend in
the cafeteria, fANo! | am not a virgin.o

All her friends at the table heard her and were shocked. The boy sitting next to her
quickly whisperedintohesar , fAYou dondét know what you are

This morning we heard about another young woman, from long ago, who did not
understand what was going on, and yet she believed in the great grace of God.

There is so much in our lives that we do nadenstand. Our lives, our daily situations,
the condition of the world in which we live, all may seem impossible. We may say to
ourselves, fAHow can God bring a blessing out

As we prepare our hearts andthmdwels f or the ¢
remember Godo6és great gift of hope, wrapped i
impossibility, let us tenderly and believingly unwrap this gift to discover once again, that,

with God, nothing is impossible. Then, we can accept the @tassstory with all its

poetry, and let it come into our hearts and bless us.

Our beliefs, as people of faith, are not dependent npoanderstanding any more than
Maryodos were, but Gododés presence in mur |
Marybés |ife. As with Mary, God invites us
in the most impossible and in the most unlikely situations we encounter. And in this very
down to earth way of believing, we ourselves are strengthened, ana \smgavith

Mary, @AMy soul glorifies the Lord and my spi
been mindful of théumblest at e of hi s servant. o

ves
t o

Amen.
PRAYER

Loving God, our spirits rejoice in all your gracious acts towards us, most of all the event
we so look forward to this coming weethe wonderful and precious gift of your Son,

our Lord Jesus Christ. We give thanks for the willingness of Mary to believe that the
impossible could and would happen. Help us to have a faith like hers. Open our hearts
and minds to believe that your promises can come to surprising fulfillment. Show us how
we can best serve you with mercy and in humility, empowering people to live lives of
dignity and worth.

As we look at our television screens and read accounts olepdopughout the world

who are being made powerless because of the greed and violence of others, remind us of
the great possibility of prayer to effect changes for good. Help us to lift up the lowly, to
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fill those who are hungry, and to drive away tho$®\profit from the weakness and
ignorance of others. Be with all those this season who feel that life holds no hope, and
help them and each of us truly to believe, O God, that with you, nothing is impossible.
This we pray in Jesus' name. Amen.

Christma 1

Date: 26 December 1999
Meditation

Text: Luke 2:2240

How can we make Christmas and the spirit of Christmas last?
Perhaps all we need to do is continue to read the story. We do that every week.

Today, Mary and Joseph bring the boy Jesus to theedimpconsecration to God, as

prescribed by the traditions of their faith. When they do this, they make glad the heart of

an old man, who had been promised by God that, before he died, he would see the Christ

of the Lord. Simeon recognized Jesus as thilent of that promise, declaring that his

eyes had now seen Gododés salvation, AA |igh
[the] people of I srael. o

Mary and Joseph were bewildered at the reaction of Simeon, and their astonishment
continued whe an old prophetess in the temple also came forward and gave thanks for
this child who would be the redemption of Jerusalem. Imagine their hearts and minds
filled with such words as they made their way back to the little town of Nadagetion
descript plae, where they led simple lives.

How do we keep the Christmas story alive?

We have our lives to live. We interrupt them for Christmas, and then, all to soon,
Christmas is over, and we are right back where wedveght back in Nazareth,
Nashua, or Ricelle.

Mary and | and Allen have had a wonderful time since Allen returned from ltaly last
week. But, after the dishes were done yesterday, | broke the spell, by saying that | would
have to finish my sermon for Sunday morning. Oh, yes, | had planned au#dimed it,

and prepared for the worship service, and published the bulletin early last week, all in
preparation for the holiday, but not completely. The sermon was thought out, but not
really done. Therefore, after the Christmas dinner, the real vt again, crept back.

I asked mysel f, nH

ow can | keep the Chri st
|l esson for today. #Altdéds simple,o0o | said to
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| am not a sports fan at all, but years ago | ran acrqaste of Lou Holtz at the

University of Arkansas, who was taking his team to play a bowl game in Arizona. The

game was to be played on Christmas day. He was asked how he felt about playing a game

on Christmas Day, rather than being with his family. Trecoh answer ed candi dl vy
would rather be in [Arizona]. After all, once you have been to church, had Christmas

dinner, and opened the presents, Christmas is

Is it possible to lose the spirit of Christmas that quicklyaAsinister, | can honestly
reply, fiYes, unless you keep reading the stor

| will speak only for myself, but in this busy world in which [ live, it is difficult enough
to plan for Christmas. To actually do it, is another matter. And, to survive the doang
noble endeavor, indeed.

Do you hate taking down Christmas decorations? | do, but I still like putting them up.

Our decorating ideas have, however, changed over the years. Years ago, we bought an
artificial Christmas tree. Why? Well, probably because had for decades tried to keep
so-called Christmas trees alive, that were cut in Canada three years before, and spray
painted with green paint. We put aspirin in the water; we put sugar in the water; however,
nothing could keep something alive that valready dead. Regardless of what we did, the
trees that were already losing their needles continued to whither. Why? Because, they
were cut off from their roots.

How do we keep the spirit of Christmas alive? How can we make Christmas, and the
spirit of Christmas last?

Perhaps, all we need to do is continue to read the story. We do that every week. Today,
Mary and Joseph bring the boy Jesus to the temple for consecration to God, as prescribed
by the traditions of their faith. When they do this, they nglked the heart of an old man,

who had been promised by God that, before he died, he would see the Christ of the Lord.

Simeon recognized Jesus as the fulfillment of that promise, declaring that his eyes had
now seen Godods s al vatothe Gentilesiahd dloryfpohfthe] f or r evel a
people of IlIsrael. o

Mary and Joseph were bewildered at the reaction of Simeon, and their astonishment
continued when an old prophetess in the temple also came forward and gave thanks for
this child who would be the reggption of Jerusalem. Imagine their hearts and minds

filled with such words as they made their way back to the little town of Nadagetion
descript place where they led simple lives.

How do we keep the Christmas story alive?
We have our lives to live. Winterrupt them for Christmas, and then, all to soon,

Christmas is over, and we are right back where wedveght back in Nazareth,
Nashua, or Riceville.

134



And, now, of course, and obviously, | am repeating myself.

May God grant that we might dwell pe&déy in the holy mystery of OUR lives, not
needing to know the future so much as being willing to live each day fully and gracefully,
through Christ who sets us free.

Amen.

Christmas 2
Date: 27 December 1998
Titl e: A Re s p eShatterimgdge Moo a Ti me

It is rather disconcerting, | think, that the first story about the Holy Family is about their
flight to Egypt. There is no logic to explain the slaughter ordered by Herod. There is no
comfort and joy in this story, only sorrow. There is a doubteogq in learning that

although one family's child escaped, others suffered loss. It is not enough comfort to
plead that sorrow refines life, for sorrow, in itself and unredeemed, is not purification, but
death. The only good news from today's gospel tessthat God abides, and Christ

abides: Christ was not slain. There is a heaven here and hereafter, which no Herod can
destroy.

As we interpret today's lessons and use our imagination a bit, how do we identify with all
the people involved in the Christsatory?

In his great sermon, titled "Christmas Day," the famous American preacher, Phillips
Brooks, asked his hearers to identify with one of three groups of characters in the
Christmas drama. The first group was those who were nearest to Jesuspaeeiits

We learn from them about the dignifying of humanity through the story of the

incarnation. The second group was the company of wise men from the East, about whom
we will hear more next week. They teach us about the true place of humanity imbbedie
subjectship to the incarnate one. The third group was the shepherds, who heard the
angels' song and went to Bethlehem to "see this strange thing." They remind us of those
who are common, poor, needy, empty, wanting and needing a Savior. They go the
marger and find all they wanted.

There are many other players in this drama whose responses to thshiéittezing event

are more negative than positive, more evil than good. King Herod heads the list of these.
His desire to kill the child, followed by hedict that all male babies be destroyed, stands

in stark contrast to the blessed story of angels and wise men, mother and father and child,
shepherds and stable stock. The historical record of this weak king who thought he was
strong, this shorsighted tyant who thought he had a feptoof plan, this man of history
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who is remembered so badly, reminds us today that the light shines in the midst of
darkness.

So soon the Savior became a refugee in a foreign land. The events that made the Holy

Family refugee were the ordinary events of their time. Ordinary events can effectively

do away with the Holy Child of Bethlehem. As Phillips Brooks wrote in his most famous

work of all, however, the carol, RO Little To
hearts,thd | essi ngs of his heaven. 0

The mystery of the incarnation can be understood simply: "Where meek souls will
receive him, stil!]l the dear Christ enters in.

Recently | received via the Internet a contemporary story about American Christian
missionaries ithe new Republic of Russia who offered assistance to an orphanage in
Saint Petersburg. As Christmas approached last year, or the year before, the missionaries
asked the orphans to draw pictures of the manger scene. All the scenes were about the
same, withanimals, shepherds, angels, and Joseph and Mary, and the baby lying in the
manger. One very young boy, however, drew a picture with two babies in the manger.
"Why did you draw two babies in the manger," asked one of the missionaries?

"Because," replied thboy, "I prayed to the baby Jesus to ask him if | could be born with
him and live with him in a real family like his, and he said | could."

Let us pray.

O holy Child of Bethlehem,
Descend to us, we pray;

Cast out our sin and enter in;
Be born in us toda

We hear the Christmas angels
The great glad tidings tell;

O come to us, abide with us,
Our Lord Emmanuel!

INTRODUCTIONS TO THE SCRIPTURES

ISAIAH 63:7-9: The Old Testament lesson explores the implications of what it means
when we confess that God istaally with us in this world. Isaiah states how God is able
to suffer with us.

PSALM 148: Psalm 148 celebrates the reliability of God.

HEBREWS 2:161 8 : The second | esson assures us that
saving grace of God is at work deal with the human condition.
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MATTHEW 2:13-23: In the gospel lesson the author tells us that Jesus brings God's will,
as known through scripture, into the real world, to fulfillment, and moves God's will into
the future for the salvation of all human&in

*

Epiphany 1

Date: 09 January 2000

Sermon for the 1st Sunday after Epiphany
Text: Genesis 1:b

My sermon text this morning, is from the Old Testament les&ond:there was evening
and there was morning, the first dd¢enesis 1:5b)

Let us pray.

Lord, for tomorrow and its needs | do not pray;

Keep me, my God, from stain of sin just for today.

Help me to labor earnestly and duly pray;

Let me be kind in word and deed, Father God, today. Amen.

As | was reading a great deal of material just betiloeebeginning of the new year, that
might be useful for future sermons, | read the wonderful prayer I just offered, which was

written in the |l ast century. Also, close t
tidbit in what will be one of CharlexxcShul t z6s | ast Peanuts carto
the world coming to an end today. It"s alr

Well, we are now nine days into the new millennium, and we all are still here. The Y2K
glitches have been few and far between, and,day at a time, we are assuring ourselves
that the sky is not going to fall, at | eas

One of my favorite bumper stickers reads "One Day At A Time". While it is used by a
variety of groups, did you know thatis the unofficial motto of AA (Alcoholics
Anonymous)? As part of their Twelve Step Plan to recovery, alcoholics and others who
suffer the ravages of many kinds of addictive behaviors and diseases are encouraged to
live "one day at a time." The goal isriever lose sight of the fact that yesterday is

history, tomorrow has not yet arrived, and all we have is today. If we are to be
"overcomers," we must deal with overcoming our addictions, our temptations, our stress
factors, and our emotional roller coastaood swings, our obsessive behaviors and
depressionall of it--in the arena of today.

We can succeédwe can do that, but only with God's grace, and only one day at a time.



| think it is amusing, at least, that this little phrase, "one day at a timhdg being so
simple and understandable, is so difficult to live out. The truth for most of us is that we
do not live "one day at a time." | know that | do not.

Rushing here and there, making lists of things to do, and lists of things undone, and lists
of things yet to be considered, | can easily get discouraged. There is never enough time to
do everything, and when there is time to do something, | am often so muddled in my
thinking that very little gets done effectively.

| have discovered in my old aghat when | get that way, it is usually a good time to take
a nap. That is a time for THINK NOT. That is a time to stop doing everything.

|l am not a betting person, but | will bet you
éworrying about heeelotakadometiresntthe future.at we

éstewing over what we said to someone | ast we
mi sunderstood, or, worse yet, we may have hur

€ésitting hereéplanning out the rskoger of today
sermon than usual.
eéanguishing over a broken relationship.

éedying to see a |l oved one who just celebrated
écontemplating what it would take to get a be
éeécounting the days and hours wuntil our <coll eg

ét hi gadboutearly retirement.
épraying that the worst doesn't happen, but Kk

It all adds up to stress and worry and frustration over things and events we can not
control very well.

We do not do very well living "one day at a tirhPoor Charlie Brown knows all about

t his. I n one of Schultzds | ast comic strips,
Charlie Brown?" Charlie responds with, "Yes it is. But I've developed a new philosophy.

| only dread one day at a time."

My dear friends, surely, "dreading one day at a time" is not a very glorious way to live.
There has to be a better way. And there is.

Our Bible is a good guidebook, and its guidance begins with the very first words recorded
in the book of Genesis.

In our OldTestament lesson this morning, we are at the beginning of time.
This week, we are at the beginning of a new year, and the beginning of a new
millennium, therefore our text takes its cue from the first words of Genesis, "In the

beginning ¢é Gid@addo inkhe thegmnimg?tGoddcreated. Scripture says
he create@x nihilg "from out of nothing”. His creating brings form out of the void. God
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created order out of chaos, something new and exciting out of nothing: a world, light, and
life out of chaosAnd God did this creating, we are told, one day at a time.

One day at a time!

|l am not certain about how | ong one of God
very long indeed. But I also know how long my days can be.

Therefore, | rejoice to reatiat God took his time in the creating process. Scientists call it
evolution, but it is the same thing as the creation process described in Genesis. God could
have just zapped the cosmos into existence, perhaps, but, instead, God chose to take his
time. Gal divided up his work and did each segment perfectly well, in its own time, and

in its own order.

Now, if God can take his time and fine tune his creation, isn't there a lesson in this model
for those of us who can't "take the time" to do things right?

| think there is, and it fairly leaps out at us across the printed first page of Genesis. Slow
down! "Stop to smell the roses on the way to work!" Consider who you are and whose
you are before stepping out into the "unknown."

Certainly there are momentsatirequire our immediate attention, but | am not talking
about them today. There are times that invite us to savor the present moment, but | am
not talking about them today. Today | am talking about dividing up our time into livable
moments.

How livable ae your moments? How livable are mine? \Wall depends upon what we
want to make of life.

God does not spend time making junk. God takes the time to put his best into creating,
and so should we.

There is great power and great joy in the beauty of ligimg day at a time. And that is an
Epiphany | want to carry with me all through these cold wintry days.

God created me and God created you in his good time. God loves me, and God loves you.
And God walks with us through life one day at a time.

Lord, for omorrow and its needs | do not pray;

Keep me, my God, from stain of sin just for today.

Help me to labor earnestly and duly pray;

Let me be kind in word and deed, Father God, today. Amen.

*

Epiphany 2



Date: 19 January 1997
Titl e: AnTheoCal l To the Real

The story about the calling of Samuel, is a story about God's initiative.

We might better understand the setting for today's lesson if we first read the preceding
chapter and the beautiful Song of Hannah in which Hannah celebrates the power of God to
answer prayer and to initiate salvation. Hannah had been barren. She went to the temple and
prayed for a child, and her prayer was answered in the birth of Samuel.

Therefore, we will better understand this story if we first note the interrelation$hiyes o
characters.

When has God taken the initiative in your life?

Surely, it is not difficult for us to confess that God has, from time to time, taken the initiative
in our lives as we reflect on the good times, on the great moments, on the stupeendisus e
in our lives, but what about the other 99.9 % of our lives?

In the early morning hours, in the quiet inner sanctions of the temple, a boy named Samuel
hears a voice. Samuel does not identify the call right away. He needs to have it repeated. He
need to have it interpreted.

| am certain that each of us has probably easily and heartily sung,

Jesus calls us, o'er the tumult

Of our life's wild restless sea,

Day by day his sweet voice soundeth,

Saying AChristian, follow me. 0

And yet, (Now, | am not bettingpersodbut é. ) | bet that there is nc
morning who would not be scared sieiss if God loudly called us by name, or, if we just so
happened to catch God doing something directly in our lives.

Then again, perhaps our cultures lpepared us through the media for anything. A dramatic
call from a voice in the sky might be from the announcer in a savings bank advertisement, or
there might be a loud voice in the kitchen, when no one else is home, saying, "ALICE,

WHY ARE YOU USING THAT DETERGENT?"

Do you remember the rain scene in the movie, "Oh God," with George Burns and John
Denver? John Denver's character asked for some proof, that George, God, is really God. So,
George, (God), says he will make it rain.

Big deal! Then, on a sag day, in California, it suddenly starts to raimside the car.
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For those of us who have read the Old Testament, the story of Samuel's calling, somewhat
|l i ke the movie, AOh God, 0 attempts to make
earth.

Samuel, like John Denver's character, did not identify God's call at first. He needed it
repeated. He needed to have it interpreted. He needed to be able to recognize it for what it
was.

| recall reading, a number of years ago, about a man who owneperated a secodthnd

store, which he supplied with merchandise he bought at auctions and estate sales. He had a
natural knack for collecting interesting things. One day, among the numerous acquisitions
from an auction, he had bought a small, rather nrmeldeking painting for $5.00. He took it
home, and admired it there for a week or so, then placed it on a wall in his store among
dozens of other art works, with a $25.00 price tag on it. Each day he continued to admire it,
although he did not know why.

Nearly a week passed, before a curious stranger wandered into the store. The woman asked
the man to take down the small painting so she could look at it, and after but a few minutes
pulled out $25.00 and bought it.

It turned out to be a Picasso that wastly, perhaps, $ 0.5 million.

The painting was attractive to the storeowner, but he did not know why. He was not
prepared to recognize it for what it was.

Was it God acting through the purchase of the knowledgeable browser that educated the
storeowner rier quickly? | don't know! | do know, from my own experience, that God

uses others to educate us. | am quite sure that God uses poets and artists and musicians to
help us know what beauty and truth are.

The drama here is very direct, but it is also \egmet, and it is very personal, reminding us
again of the advice we find elsewhere in the scriptures, not to seek God in the thunder or the
earthquake, but in the "still, small voice."

Eli perceived that the Lord was calling. Without alarming Samueldhises Samuel to "Go
lie down, and if he calls you again, say (and | like the poetic words of the old King James
Bible), speak Lord, for thy servant heareth." And from that day, Samuel became a great
leadef-a man of God, who did Geike things.

Fortunaely for Samuel, Samuel had a very good teacher. He also had the ability to move
beyond his teacher.

During my lifetime, | believe | have moved beyond some of my teachers, but not beyond all
of them, and certainly not beyond God.
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The main point | wouldike to stress today is that it has taken a great many people

parents, family members, pastors, teachers, friends, mentors, confidants, colleagues: a great
many people, all of them together, with Gool make me the person that | am now. | am not
sure hat they have always done their best for me, nor am | sure that | have always done my
best for them, but | do know that we have done whatever has been done together, and that |
have not done it on my own.

So, we go to church every week. We ask for Gadisggbefore each meal. We pray. We do
these things so that, when the time comes, we might recognize God's calling. And, with that
understanding, what better prayer could we pray at the end of a busy day, than, "Speak Lord,
for your servant is listening."

AND THEN, WE NEED TO BE QUIET, AND WE NEED TO LISTEN!

*

Epiphany 2
Date: 16 January 2000
Text: 1 Samuel 310

ltds not safe here.
ltds not safe to sit here in this building.

Pl ease dondét get me wrong. Theodollapseé di ng i s
from under you. The roof is not going to cave in. | am certain that no gunmen are going

to come here today to gun us down. But, according to the Bible, buildings that are used

for sincere religious purposes are not safe.

Have you ever thouglatbout this?

We sit here in fairly comfortable pews and in a beautiful sanctuary. Everything is clean
and orderly and respectable. And yet, we are not safe. In fact, if we are to take the Bible
seriously, we better prepare ourselves for the unexpectest.raéiding the first lesson, if

we take what we hear seriously, perhaps the ushers should pass out crash helmets rather
than bulletins.

Church is not safe! Holy places are not safe. Just ask Samuel.

When Samuel was twelve, he learned that hanging atbenchurch was not safe. He

was sleeping one night in his church, when someone called out his name and awakened
him. He did not fall asleep while listening to a sermon; he was hired to sleep at his
church. He thought the person calling out his name wasvkbt was also hired to sleep

at the church, so he ran to where Eli was sleepmasked him what he wanted. But Eli
told the boy that he did not call Samuel. This happened three times. After the third time,
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Eli told the boy that if the voice calledhimgai n t o say, fnASpeak, Lor
| i st ewhiincch, d personally think is very c¢l ose
going to wring your little neck. o

Godds encounter with Samuel reminds Ime of
was a ki d: AAl i ce!, 0 booms a thunderous vo
| aundry detergent?0

(Today, all we seem to have on the TV screen is ridiculous cereal commercials and that
stupid advertisement for orange juice that features thimgglleftover sandwich in the
refrigerator. Wouldndot you just I|i ke to gr
stomp on him?)

Commercials on TV, however, are not easily compared to commercials in the Bible. The
Bible reports that when Samuébgped to hear the commercial, some surprising things
happened that affected the rest of his life. Why? Because, Samuel was not in a safe,
homey environment. The scene was in his church, and church is not a safe place to be.

Andrew Young, a United Churabf Christ minister, who is the Mayor of Atlanta, who
marched with Martin Luther King decades ago, told a story about his celtgge

daughter. He was delighted that she had become active in a church. As she became more
involved, she became more excitedather church and her faith.

One day she announced to her parents that she was going to Uganda to build houses for
the poor. Her dad confessed that he tried to talk her out of it. He wanted her to go to
church, and he wanted her to develop a relationshipGod, but he also wanted her to

find a nice Christian man to marry, and settle down. He was not ready for the decision
that she made. At least he did not intend for her to go so far with it so soon.

She told him that she had been called by God tiw déganda to build houses for the
poor. What could he do? What could he say? You see, it is very dangerous to hang out in

churches. Peoplebs |Iives can be changed.
When | was a child, if someone yelled out,
probablyhave responded in a positive way with,

Today! Today,

i f
mi ght be somet hi

t
i , fiYou tal kin

you
ng |

Today, the possibility of God talking to us seems almost impesaihy? Because, WE
have become so impossible. We make it impossible. God tries to get through to us

continually, but all we can say i s, AYou t

Samuel was a kid trying to solve a mystery. | am certain that each oneabtasje
point in our lives, was a child trying to solve a mystery. We stopped what we were doing.
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We | istened. We waited. We did not just blur
believe that anyone could really be interested in talking to tiatime.

We churchgoing folk have our comfort zones, but we leave them each week to go to
church, where God keeps calling us to leave our comfort zones for a time, in order to do
things that God wants us to do: to give some of our time, our taledtsuatreasure for

Goddos work. And we take that risk. Many peopl
People who like to play it safe, who never take risks, who never go out on a limb for

anyone but themselves, wusual ltypodandtkygo Ittad sc n
safel!

So be careful as you sit here this morning, and be careful as you go through this week.
Watch and wait and listen, because God will be trying to encounter you. God will be
trying to get through.

Epiphany 4
Date: 02 February@B7
Title: AConcerned Livingo

All three of the scripture lessons for this morning provide a good opportunity for a sermon
on the meaning and purpose of preaching in the Christian Church, because, they all
emphasize the need for concerned living in i@feto others.

As | begin with the subject of preaching, you may find some comfort in my telling you that
this sermon will be shorter than usual, because of the other important things we have to do
today. First, though, here is a diversion, just to mhiseshort sermon a little bit longer.

| would like to share with you an experience | had on an Easter Sunday morning nearly two

decades ago. | decided to preach a rather short sermon; it was only about ten minutes long,

because we were receiving new merslibat Easter morning, we were celebrating

communion, we had an extra anthem, and an additional hymn or two, and | thought,

AEnough is enough. | will be as brief as possi

Well , as George H. W. Bush ;moipoudent;bpdut i t: FH@ANot
decision. 0 Whil e shaki rgledohurcthnzemizker,vehd t er t he ser
probably thought that the church was always decorated with either lilies or poinsettias, said,

"Well, that was certainly a short sermon."

Shedidnotsgy A" Good morning, 06 or, fAHappy Easter. o Ju
sermon."
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In conversations with a number of church members during the following week, all of them
commented about the woman who complained about the sermon being too short. "I be
you've never heard that one before," said one person. Another said, "How can a sermon be
too short?" | wasn't sure of how to take that. When the church treasurer mentioned it to me, |
said, "l guess she felt that she didn't get her money's worth."édseiter looked at me

strangely, then smiled and replied, "I'm quite sure she did."

Christian witness means concerned living. Concerned living means more than attending

worship twice a year. Concerned living means more than attending worship each week.

Chi sti an witness means more than -seupporting
Christian witness means mor-ees hani peeawhi oy
the pews, Christian withess means more than listening to sermons.

So, let us tad a brief look at each of this morning's lessons, because | think there is an
interesting connection that can be made between them and our topic for today.

The Old Testament lesson attempts to define true prophecy. We might pause together here,
to think dout the importance of prophetic preaching, which helps us as a congregation to
remember God's saving activity through the ages. This is so important, because prophetic
preaching helps us to remember, helps us to recall, helps ueXparence and reeithe

old, old story.

In Paul's letter to the Christians in Corinth, the apostle emphasizes Christian witness. | am
not going to get hung up on all the business about eating meat that was offered as a sacrifice
to idols. People do not do that today, daikejust skip over the details and get to the real

meat of Paul's message, as it were.

| remember a fellow seminarian, who, after studying this passage, in particular verse
thirteen, became a little puffed up by his new knowledge, and decided he umritela
vegetarian. Well, that is all fine and good, but the guy missed Paul's main point, entirely.

Paul was very critical of the Corinthian Christians who were probably a little bit like us
sometimes: When it comes to our diets, when it comes to olr when it comes to the
multitudinous activities of our daily lives, we know what we like, and we like what we
know. That is not bad. But, we too easily forget that the standards we set for ourselves,
according to what we KNOW, are often higher than thedsrds of God's love. That's right,
| said higher, not lower.

Paul is saying that if we as Christians live in the light of our Christian knowledge alone, we
are demonstrating a genuine lack of Christian comprehension. Why? Because, what we
know is not wiat really matters. What really matters is for you and for me to be known by
God, and to be called by God, and the evidence of Christian calling is our love for God and
our love for others.

As the saying goes, fdLove maviedsrulitBatglovevor | d g
for others is what motivates and directs Christian living.
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| love to tell the story
Of unseen things above,
Of Jesus and His glory,
Of Jesus and His love;
| love to tell the story
Because | know 'tis true,
It satisfies my longigs
As nothing else can do.

| love to tell the story!

Twill be my theme in glory
To tell the old, old story

Of Jesus and his love.

That's great! That's wonderful! But, | must also love to LIVE that story to the best of my
ability.

We can now, lhink, build a bridge to the gospel lesson, which portrays Jesus as a person
who really LIVED the storyywho really practiced what he preached.

If we as members of Christ's Church can practice what we preach, then we, too, live the
story. Je sumthecone affedtive hygnmserely being repeated or discussed.
They do not become effective by researching sermons, by writing sermons, by preaching
sermons, or by hearing sermons week after week. The teachings of Jesus become
effective only when lives ateansformed.

Momentarily we will confess our faith, together, and welcome new members into our

household of faith. As our congregation grows in numbers, may we also continue to grow in
faith together by practicing what we preach. Amen.

*

Epiphany 6

Date: 13 February 2000

Homily: AThe Leper Who Dared Jesus to Heal
Text: Mark 4045

When was the last time you felt as though you needed a hug?

When was the last time someone reached out to shake your hand and thank you for
something you said or did?

When was the last time someone patted you on the back for a job well done?
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| am certain that each of us has experienced such moments. We cherish the touch of
others.

When | fell victim to a flu virus a couple of weeks ago, and Mary had begun to recover
from her infection with the same virus, she tried to wait on me. One day she walked up
the stairs very quietly, and tiptoed into the bedroom where | was pretending to be dead,
and asked if | needed anything. | am certain that | probably answered withted¢inds

effect that all | needed at the time was to be left alone.

AWoul d yeUp,loi ksehea ars ked?
AOh, please. That would be so nice. o

Soon she appeared with a glass of ceblp/for my hot fever, and she put it on a coaster
on the night table by &hbed, and then she bent over and kissed me on the forehead.

3t

Can | get you anything else, 0 she asked.
ANo, thank you. Thatodés fine. o

| really just wanted to be left alone, but | was so thankful for the attention, and especially
for the kis® the touch.

| believe that most of us have a need to be touched by people who are close to us. We
also probably draw back from being touched by people who are not close to us. Being
touched by someone with whom we have a healthy and trusting relationship can be
extrenely helpful, even healing. In wholesome relationships, touching is important. At
other times, touching can be very annoying.

Have you observed people in an elevator? | have, and | always find human behavior in an
elevator to be strange. The elevator dogoens. The first person walks in and goes to one

side of the elevator, the next person goes to the other side. The next person to enter stands

in the middle. No one says anything to anyone else. Some modern elevators have buttons

on both sides of the dodivhy? | suppose, because no one would ever think of crossing

the floor from the other side to push a button. They will shout from the other side of the

el evator, fAWould you please push 2,0 rathe
the person who as standing in front of the magic buttons.

For decades | have practiced a thankless act of walking into an elevator and greeting the
people who are in there. Try this sometine next time you happen to be in an

elevator. If it is morning, when the elésadoor opens and you step in, before you take

your place, just | ook at everyone in the e
are you today?06 And then just watch them a
already pressing against, afi that you might ask another question, and scared to death

that you might touch them. They would rather be mugged.
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But touching is important in wholesome relationships, and today we have a story about
Jesus reaching out and touching someone in a whoésslationship.

The gospel lesson says that the man with the leprosy begged Jesus to make him clean. Let
us read the lesson again. Our New International Version translation reports that the leper
said, Alf you are willinethisgpnean? can make me cl

Jesus touched people when he healed them, but no one touched lepers. Jesus, according
to this opening chapter in the gospel of Mark, was going around healing everyone. So, let

us read the | eperod6s wor ds atignkisound morblke, wor ds, i
Al dare you to make me clean. 0 Al dare you to
people you heal ed. | dare you. o

Modern biblical scholars have looked at the next words in this gospel paskge | | e d

with compassion,Jass r eached out his --Brmhatderand touched t
transl ated that passage as, AFilled with ange

Read the rest of the story and you will probably conclude with me that the modern

biblical commentators are @a something. This is not a positive story about touching.

This is a negative story about touching. The leper dared Jesus to do something that no
one would dé touch a leper. Jesus touched the obnoxious, untouchable leper, and healed
him, and, as a resuwf what he did, Jesus was forbidden to enter any town from then on.
He was, according to the board of health of his day, as unwelcome as the leper he
touched.

Therefore, we have a story about a double dare! The leper dared Jesus to touch him. And
Jesus dad to touch the leper.

Let us pray.

Heavenly Father, the healing ministry of your son Jesus is proclaimed before us this
morning. May we bring all that is unclean within us before you, confident that we will

not be turned away, but healed and filledwtite joy of salvation. Let us dare to cry out

to Christ in our need, and may we receive the joy of those whose trouble is removed. All
this we ask in the name of Christ Jesus, the Great Physician. Amen.

PASTORAL PRAYER

God of grace and goodness, yourayecomes to us in ways that continually surprise us,
for you appear to offer your mercy with no strings attached, which is so different from
the way we often act and live. Naaman's wealth was of no consequence in his healing,
and the leper's exclusion frosociety was no barrier to his being healed by Jesus. Such
acts of grace sadly call many of our actions into question as we, too often, place
conditions on our love and our acceptance of many people within our communities.

Forgive us, O God, when we de people of the love we owe them as people who are
unconditionally loved by you. Help us to see people with Jesus' eyes and to be moved by
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his compassion, so that we become active and fearless bearers of healing and mercy.
Empower us with your Spirit tbe barriefbreakers rather than barrleuilders, and

remind us, if necessary, over and over, that nothing can separate us, or others, from your
love as we experience it in Jesus Christ, our Lord and our Savior. This we pray in his
name. Amen.

OFFERTORY RAYER

Loving God, you have revealed in Jesus that the boundaries of your love are limitless.
Through him you have blessed our lives with healing and wholeness. In response to such
gracious gifts, we offer these gifts and the service of our lives, asevasil faithful

reminders of your radical love and mercy. This we pray in Jesus' name. Amen.

*

Epiphany 7
Date: 20 February 2000
Titl e: ALet 6s Do It Nowo

Text: Mark 2:312

Not too long ago, | read an interesting story about a woman minister who \iag wri

about the healing stories in Mark, and she remarked that the story of the paralyzed man
being lowered through a hole in a roof by his friends, was her favorite. Why? Well, as a
child, she had played the part of the paralyzed man in a Bible SchooT pkaypig

moment in the skit was her Bible School i
the church balcony to the main | evel, str
was my brain? Worse than that, wmedoe was
that ?0

She continued, AWhile the entire class an
balance, and that my classmates would not drop me, and for some reason, on the way
down, | reviewed all the bad things | had ever done. Twenty feet,|amwd grounded at

last, | really took the words of Jesus to heart, when my classmate who was playing Jesus
said, OMy son, your sins are forgiven. 60
For weeks we have been reading healing st

is different. It isa long story. It is a vivid story. And, I think, it is a very humorous story.

We should read it like a parable and try to place ourselves in the scene, and try to identify
with the characters, perhaps not to the point of allowing someone to strap usotoran

board, but at least to the point of allowing ourselves to ask how this story challenges our
lives.

Can we identify with the paralytic? He is certainly one of the least attractive people in the

story. If he had not had a few good friends, he wowldeven be in the story. He does
nothing. He does not act out his faith or anything else. His friends do all the acting.
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And what about his friends? Who are they? Is this Bob Villa and his crew from the old
TV show, Home Improvement, putting in the fisktylight? No, it is a few guys who
want to get to see Jesus, not for their own sakes, but for the sake of an unfortunate friend.

AWe have to go now, o0 they say to their friend
staying. You have to let us take youta m. 0

At this point, the story reminds me of an old Irish joka:Irish priest is doing

evangelism at the local pub. He goes up to the first man sitting at the bar and says, "Son,
would you like to go to heaven?"

"Yes, father."

"Then go and stand ovagainst the wall."

The priest goes to the second man. "Son, would you like to go to heaven?"

"Yes, father."

"Then go and stand over against the wall."

The priest goes up to the third man, who had been at the bar for some time. "Son, would
you like togo to heaven?"

"Ah, no thank you Father!" says the man.

The priest is astounded. "What are you sayinb
heaven when you die?"

"Oh, when | die, yes, indeed!" said the man. "I thought you were getting a grotigetoge
to go right now."

AWe have to go now, o0 said the paralyticds fri
town strapped to an ironing bodikie pallet, to see Jesus, promising him that they would

make sure he would get in the house where Jesusgwasysi n g . Altés Peteds ho
Petebds motherods house. Remember Pete! o On the
healing. AWebre going to see Jesus at Peteods

heal ed. o

But when they get there, the house is pdckeople are sitting in the windows, and

standing in the doorways. The courtyard is packed, the street is jammed with people, and

they find themselves at a standstill, in first century city gridlock. But, they are not to be

put off. HADonydtt eylolu twhoerirry ,for itehned . AWedbl |l get vy
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They look around, and they decide that if they cannot go through the crowd, they will go
over it.

Inside the house, Jesus is healing and teaching. There is so much noise that no one hears
the ladder banging agatrthe side of the house. No one hears the footsteps above. No

one hears the scraping. The friends of the paralyzed man are innovative in their approach
to Jesud innovative like the Three Stooges, perhaps.

Then, suddenly, inside the house, a ray of sunpgirces the darkness of the crowded
room. Then, more light pours in as sticks and chunks of mud/plaster fall all over the
people below. The hole gets bigger and bigger.

Jesus stops and watches along with the crowd. Is there a smile on his face?

Otherspoi nt wup, nudging those beside them, sa
| aughing. Some are very annoyed, especial/l
destroyed. | can imagine her being annoyed enough by the crowd in her living room, but

aholeinkr roof? #fAltés a good thing Peterdés fr
Abecause heds going to have a | ot of work

Now what? The roof parts stop dropping. Everyone is quiet. The religious leaders, who

are present, quietlynudgae h ot her, and say, ASee, I tol
stuffd he goes around telling fantastic stories, heals people, and now we all have plaster
dust in our eyes, and the roof is about to

Smiling faces peer down into the room throughhbke. A hand waves cheerfully at the
crowd below. Something big and heavy is being pulled across the roof. A large package
is lowered down on ropes. With every jerk of the ropes, a grunt emerges from the
package. It was coming down and no one could stop it

A few minutes pass as the people in the room notice that it i$ eacstretchey
something-with a man on it. Soon it rests on the floor right in front of Jesus. Whatever
Jesus might have been saying to the crowd is lost, but that does not bothdfddesus.
receives the moment as a gift from @od teachable moment.

After twentythree years in the ministry, | know that ministry often happens liké that
when God breaks in unexpectedly, and opens up new possibilities. | like to call them,
iteachabloe moment s.

Then, the silence is broken. Jesus says to
The smiles on his friendbds faces falll of f
We didndét do all this for our friemget to ha

heal ed. 0
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The same thing happens today. Many people, even the most religious, call on Jesus for all
sorts of reasons. They pray for healing. They pray for love. They pray for money. They
pray for their favorite football team before a game. Do thay for what they really

need?

Forgiveness?

AYour sins are forgiven, o0 says Jesus
AWait a minute! Thatds not why our hands are
That isndédt what this crowd came here to see. 0

Meanwhile, the religious leaderswihwoi t nessed the scene were furio
think he is, forgiving sins?o

On the spot, Jesus takes advantage of another teaching moment. The whole room is filled

with the sound of murmuring now. fAWhat i s mor
enowh to be heard by all, fAto say to this man
6stand up, take your cot, and walk out of her
At this point, isnb6t the | esson very obvious?

Who among us can t estotvwheatblserora operss omdse sfiomrsg

minister, | could stand here al/l day | ong and
are forgiven, your sins are forgivené, 0o and,

or not?

But a healing well, asthesdayng goes, At he proof is in the pu
doesndét prove anything. A healing would prove
The man is still |lying here. He has not budge

He doesndét Kknow. He pr ob aisfrigndsdrougtds mnd herec ar e. Th
But wait. Jesus is going to say something else to the man. Quiet everybody. Quiet!

ASo that you might really know that your sins
go home! 0

The smiles r et ur n faurdriertd$) who flased te sperouparteln e man 6 s
possibility for their friend. Did they really
know. But they opened up a new possibility. First, according to the Bible, they invented

t he worl dbés f i rdaredtsentgriain thgehndtion ththGedmightacually

break into life in unusual ways, if they only believed. Then they got their friend to Jesus,

and the possibilities for healing and for forgiveness broke open into reality. This

happened, however, stbyg step. They believed. They acted. Then, came the forgiveness.

Then, came the healing. In that order!
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They believed. They acted, and they got their friend to Jesus.

AAnd he stood up, and i mmediately took the
they were all amazed and glorified God, sa
this. &0

Epiphany 8
Date: 27 February 2000
Text: 2 Corinthians 3:6

I n the New Testament | esson this morning,
How do we At ak es?Bldwasgdudife going?ddaw isneyllife going?

As a minister, |l have often paused to revi
happening or not happening.

Not long ago, | was reading about a minister who was trying to do exactly that, and he
noted a little joke he had heard, about the first review to be written for the first restaurant
that will be opened on the moon. The headl]l

What do people think about us? What do they think about our testim@tyiasans?
Oh, he or she is a great | ooldigeagviemoi st i an
atmosphere?

How are we doing with authentic Christianity? Are we to be believed? As the old
evangelistic question used to put it, if we were on triabfing a Christian, would there
be enough evidence to convict us?

Letdbs begin with me. Who am | to stand bef
Well, decades ago | graduated from seminary and finished a rigorous training period to
become a fnMyatademimbackgreaund was studied, my credentials verified,

my personal background checked out, my faith statement studied, my references
consulted; then | was ordained, and sudden
Well , fine! nGreadt view! No at mospher

Here | am, but who am 1? Does the profile fit the picture? People should ask questions

like this with an open mind and open heart, because all members of the body of Christ
need to be accountable.
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Our lesson this morning is a test for accountabilitis also a remarkable letter of
recommendation. Such letters were especially important in the days of the early church.
They provided the only means for fledgling congregations to know whether a new

prophet or teacher, who appeared on the scene, hadhheredentials, and if he could

be trusted. The system, however, had been sorely tested in Corinth. Appearing there were
some folk with impressive letters of introduction, who had been received into the
membership. Soon after they were received into bezehip, they asked the church if

Paul had come to them with a letter of introduction, as they had. They implied that Paul
did not have proper credentials.

In reality, of course, their implications were outrageous. First of all, when Paul first
arrived inCorinth, there was no church. He founded it. It was a product of his ministry.
That seems like pretty good credentials to me. But then again, Paul might not have fared
so well with a pulpit/search committee, if they had really checked him out duririgshis f
visit. What were his real credentials? Well, he spent most of his ministry years in jail. He
never made enough money from his work to have a home of his own, and he ran around
so much that he never had a permanent residence. He never built a clidnet. bde

never spoke on TV, or had a radio show. He usually had to have a second job to support
himself. He had a very unimpressive appearance, to put it mildly, and even he admitted
that he was a poor speaker.

How would he rate with a pulpit committeeday, with credentials like that? Would

anyone have called him to a pastorate? Would such a profile fit the accepted scheme of
what makes for success in the ministry today? No wonder they had trouble with him in
Corinth.

That is what the church folk indZinth were thinking when Paul wrote this letter with
these wonderful words in Chapter 3:

Are we beginning to commend ourselves again? Or do we need, as some do,
letters of recommendation to you, or from you? You yourselves are our letter of
recommendatio, written on your hearts, known and read by all [men]; and you
show that you are a letter from Christ delivered by us, written not with ink but
with the Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of human
hearts. (2 Corinthians 33ARSV)

It is amazing to meit is unbelievablethat these people would think that when Paul

returned to them, that he would need a letter of recommendation. He had led them to

Christ, but if he comes back, he is going to need a letter from John, ordPdtEmes, or

one of the fAreal 6 apostl es. So, Paul writes t
mean that? What are you thinking?o

AYou are our | etter of recommendation. Chri st
paper ; h e d ngones,tlike Maesési he wrote it oh yoar hearts, and the ink he

used was the Holy Spirit. l 6m just the delive
work through Christ, and Christ changed you. o
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The real mark of a Christian is the mark put oty<€hris® a real mark, clearly visible

in the serving ministry that shines from our hearts. That is how we are known as
Christians, and how we know one another as Christians in a hostile world. Surely, there
are other marks of accountability, whether weve as shepherd or sheep, but each of
them must reflect the mark put on us by the Good Shepherd.

When | read Paul ds | etters, I am al ways i
space in his letters concerning the Church and its ministry. It isvsoustthat those

early Christians did not go around, as many members of many churches do today, talking
about what the church can do for YOU, or about the value of becoming a member of a
church. The Church does not do anything for anybody. It is Christhéioges lives. It

is Christ who heals a hurting heart. It is Christ who touches a lonely spirit. It is Christ

who restores people.

Therefore, Paul wrote a | etter to the f ol
of recommendation, not Padlhey are witness to that fact. Their changed lives are the
testimony, and that is all the recommendation he needs to be considered as an authentic
Christian.

Am | an authentic Christian? Are you? Or are we like the restaurant on thé rathon
view and no amosphere?

ans in Corinth,

Paul wrote o the Christi
old poem communi cat

t
something to you. o0 An

We are the Bible the careless world will read.

We are the sinnerdés Gospel; we are
We are the Lordoés | ast message, Wri
What if our line is crooked; what if your type is blurred?

May our lines never be crooked, and our type never be blurred, and when others look
closely at us, may they see Jesus written on oursheart

*

Epiphany 9
Date: 05 Marct2000
Meditation

The message | prepared for this morning is based upon the Old and New Testament
lessons.

What do you want to be when you grow up?
This is a serious question!
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What do you want to be when YOU grow up?
Whendid people start asking you that question?

| do not remember asking [my son] Allen that question. When he was very young he
would simply declare from time to time what or whom he wanted to be when he grew up.
But then, when he was three years old, andyNManounced to him that he would be four
years old on his next birthday, and he would be going to Kindergarten in a different
school, he stopped declaring what he wanted to be when he grew up.

You see, he really enjoyed the Montessori School he atteaddde enjoyed his

teachers and his friends there, and he really could not comprehend what the change in his
future actually meant.

He was silent for quite some time, until, one day, he declared that he DID NOT WANT

TO GROW UP. He really enjoyed beihgnself, and he did not want to be anyone else.
Period!

| think | recall feeling about the same way when | graduated from high school, perhaps. |
think | have also felt that way a number times since then. | also guess that we, all of us,
are born tryinga answer that question.

So, what do YOU want to be when YOU grow up?

When we were younger, we had dreams, we had hopes, we had plans, and we had ideas.

NOW WHAT?
NOW WHAT DO WE WANT TO GROW UP TO BE?

Elisha knew what he wanted to be when he grevHupp. was EIl i j ahbés prize st
when Elijah was dying, Elisha decided that he would like to grow up to be just like
Elijah, and he told Elijah so.

Elisha wanted to pattern his life after a person whose life really mattered. Then suddenly,
the life he vanted to duplicate, vanished.

What role models did you choose when you were young?
What role models do our young people have to choose from? Athletes? TV stars? Young
children today seem to know more about Michael Jordan and MTV than they know about

God

The lesson in all this, however, is that this is not a modern problem.
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As we move our attention from the Old Testament to the new one, we find the Apostle
Paul constantly reminding and urging people to pattern their lives after Christ. Why?
Because, QOfst is a good example!

If you really want to grow up to be somebody, who really is SOMEBODY, instead of just
anybody, then, consider Jesus Christ.

This morning we gather around this table to remember that. We gather here, to remember
Jesus as somebodihis bread and this cup remind us of a real somebody, a real role
model.

We come here, today, to a table that he prepared for us. And we come to receive the
grace that he offered to all who would do this in remembrance of him.

So, what do YOU want to behen YOU grow up?

*

Last Sunday After Epiphany

Transfiguration Sunday

Date: 09 February 1997

Titl e: AA Gl i mpse of Holinessbo
Texts: 2 Kings 2:112, Mark 9:29

Which, do you think, is the more fantastic story this morning. Let's have a vote! | am not
going to ask you to raise hands or anything of the kind. | just want you to vote in your
own mind.

How many would vote for the great scene of Elijah ascending in a whirlwind into
heaven? If you are like me, | like to envision Elijah driving that chariat®iith the

horses of fire. | can envision him jumping on board as the chariot flared by, grabbing the
reins, and calling out to the horses to take him on to heaven. How many of you would
choose the Elijah story as the most fantastic?

How many of us herthis morning would choose the story of the transfiguration of Jesus

as the most fantastic? When | read this story, | think of scenes from space movies, in
particular the final scene of "Close Encounters of a Third Kind," when the space saucer
slowlydesce ds upon the table mountain [ Devil s
everyone is bathed in blinding light and nothing is the same afterward. What do you

think?

Moses and Elijah appear from the past. They must have been traveling back through time
on astarship for ages, just so they could be there on that day. So, how many of you
'trekkies' would choose the story from Mark's gospel over the story from 2 Kings?



| am not trying to be sacrilegious. | am deliberately trying to point out the kind of
heavety imagery with which we are dealing.

| am also trying, gently, to awaken familiar images, which we have formed in our own
minds from time to time. When our son, Allen, was very yetargl | would not be

telling you this if he were heré used to read Esages like these from the Bible to him. |
never found him to be scared. Like most young children, he had a great imagination. A
flaming chariot-with flaming horses! Wow! (As Jesus once said, unless you can enter the
kingdom of God as a child, you mighatrget in.)

Therefore, let us take the imagery of these two stories as the imagery is. Because, | do not
believe that we need to analyze these texts at all. We do need to appreciate them for what
they are. The message is simple in both. God's word go&oak's word does not stop.

First, there was Moses, then there were other prophets, eventually there was the great
prophet Elijah, then Elisha, and others, and then there was Jesus. Everything before Jesus
was chapter one. Then, there was Jesus. Nowen@ ahapter two.

As Christians, we live in chapter two. We know this from the ending of today's gospel
lesson: "Then the cloud overshadowed them, and from the cloud there came a voice,

6This is my beloved Son; | i s toed, theycawme m! ' Sudd
one with them any more, but only Jesus."
That is the story. That's it! The story isnot
is not any more simple than that: "...they saw no one with them any more, but only
Jesus."
The sixtenth century Protestant reformer, John Calvin, wrote about this passage:

It is noteworthy that God's voice sounded out of the cloud; God's body or his face

was not seen. Therefore we may remember th

on a visible form, Ist we should be deceived and think that God is like a man.
True it is that in times past God appeared in divers forms to the holy fathers, in
which they might know God. Yet God always abstained from symbols which
offered a possibility of fabricating idol&nd indeed, since human minds are more
than prone to gross fantasies, it would be useless to add oil to the flames. This was
an especially bright manifestation of God's glory. From the interposing veil God
invites us to Himself by His voice. How absurdsitthen, to want God to be

present before our eyes in a block of wood or stone! Therefore we learn that it is
not by the eyes of the flesh that we penetrate to the light inaccessible in which
God dwells, but by faith alone. The voice was uttered fronclthed so that the
disciples might know that it came from God and receive it with the reverence due
to it.

Calvin, in his day, in his time, was being very pious. He also, for a person of his time, did
his best to preach the underlying message withoutgrny explain the story.
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As a former Old Testament scholar at my seminary, | appreciate that. Adimene
college English instructor, | appreciate that. But what does that mean to us this morning?

| hope that your week went better than mine. | reatlyded Tuesday to make my week
work. But, what did | do Tuesday? Well, what did you do Tuesday? (Everyone spent
Tuesday dealing with a heavy snowstorm.)

In Wednesday's paper there was a Garfield cartoon that caught my attention. In the first
frame, Garfiedl says to himself, "I hate snow." In the next frame he is standing alone with
a few flakes flying about him. In the third frame he is being covered with snow. In the
last frame he is completely encased with snow, and the caption says, "And | guess the
feelings are mutual.”

| needed Tuesday. But Tuesday was taken away from me. What might have been high
hours on Tuesday, were very low hours.

The weather of the mind and spirit, | believe, is very much like the weather of our
environment. It, too, runs fronuslight, through overcast skies, through dense fog to
pitch darkness. Yet, spiritual truth has its hours and days of high visibility when it is
transfigured above us.

When life goes into eclipse, when darkness covers the face of the sun, when joy gives
way to sorrow, when success gives way to failure, when hope gives way to despair, we
still have Jesus to bring us God's sustaining word of comfort and God's enabling word of
hope.

"This is my beloved Son," said the voice o
Listen to him!
*
Lent1
Date: 16 February 1997
Title: ALentoo

Hymn: ATake Time To Be Hol yo

Related Texts: Psalm 251D, Mark 1:915

Do you take time to be holy?

There's an old saying, fiyou can't turn an e

During the season of Lergince ancient times, Christians have been asked to turn their lives
around from where their lives are to where they would like their lives to be. Of course, if



one should like to make a change of course in one's life, one will need to chart that course,
and, most likely, proceed through time, slowly.

You candét turn an el ephant on a di me.

If you should choose to turn an elephant, first of all, you need space, and you need time, and
you better make sure that the elephant is facing in the direction yotheatephant to be
facing once you have turned the elephant.

From my experience, as an avid sailor, one cannot change the course of a sailboat at whim.
If I want to get over there (point straight ahead), | may have to sail back and forth from there
(left) to there (right) a number of times, in order to get to there (straight ahead), and when |

should finally pull up to the dock, the wind must be coming over the correct side of the boat.

Human will is one thing; the laws of nature are another.

Before tle Second World War, great ocean liners ruled the waves. As great ships became
greater, one of the major engineering problems that faced the ship designers was, how to
maneuver the fashoving ships. As the rudders for great ships got larger, they demanded
more and more power in order to turn them. Eventually, there was not enough power
available to turn the huge rudders. Inevitably, engineers soon designed a small rudder on the
end of the big rudder. Its purpose was, literally, to sail the large ruddénéntesired

position, thus relieving pressure on the big rudder so that the available power could push the
big rudder where it needed to go.

You canét turn an el ephant on a di me.

Since the beginning of Christianity, the season of Lent has been a skssibn

examination, selflenial, penitence, prayer, and concern for the less fortunate. In all of these
things, we deal with the passage of time. With this in mind, | would like to tell you about
Bill.

As the newly arrived minister of Pastoral Care, latge urban Congregational church, |

was asked to visit the homebound. One of the homebound members was Bill, but Bill did

not live at home. Bill's address was at the Milwaukee VA hospital in a ward full of forgotten

men. He had been there aboutayearcba use hi s wi fe didnét know wh:
him.

A year or so before | met Bill, he had been vacationing at his summer home in Door County,
Wisconsin. It was a hot summer day, and Bill, who was feeling very warm, impulsively
jumped off his dock intthe frigid waters of Green Bay, instead of into the waters of his

heated swimming pool. Fortunately, he and his wife had a number of guests who sprang into
action when Bill failed to come to the surface.

In order to make a very long story shorter, Billllzasevere stroke that paralyzed his left
side and part of his right side. He could not move. He could not breath without a respirator.

16C



At one point, the family gathered to decide whether or not to keep Bill on life support. They
decided that if he couldbhlive without life support by a certain day, they would ask the
physician in charge to disconnect the life support system and let Bill have his peace. On the
specified date, the life support system was disconnected, and Bill continued to breath on his
own, but with great difficulty. Slowly his breathing improved, but, for months, Bill could

not speak. Then, one day he made up for his silence.

Our first encounter was very brief. The second time | visited Bill, he told me a joke. We
talked. | offered a pseer before I left. We said goodbye.

| visited Bill each month. Each time | visited him he had more to say, and more jokes to tell.

Before his stroke, Bill had been one of the most successful insurance brokers in the
Milwaukee area. He was a popular palspeaker. Everyone liked him. He had a gift for
gab, as some would say.

Many of his friends visited him at the hospital after his stroke, but his visitors became fewer
and fewer as they realized that the Bill they had known was no longer to be foumasd3ec
breathing was difficult and labored, and because of nerve damage in his face and mouth, his
speech was very slow. He could not swallow, and he frequently had to clear his windpipe in
a rather disturbing way. When he tried to talk, the intervals bathiseshort phrases were

so long, that most people became impatient when they visited him and left as soon as they
could.

| soon discovered, however, that Bill was a master at story telling, and a master at telling
jokes. As our visits continued over tbeurse of a year or so, | was amazed at the vitality of
thought packed into Bill's storytelling.

Then, one day, after a lengthy visit, which involved a timely exchange of jokes, as | offered
to pray with Bill before | left, he said to me, haltingly, "Maaa prayer to pray today."

Bill had just completed dictating to his wife a brilliant essay on how to remember and tell a
joke, and he promised me a copy of it. As he began to pray, | realized that he had applied his
newly formulated knowledge on how ternember and tell a joke, to the practice of prayer.

His prayer was very touching, filled with thanks and praise to God for the wonderful life he
had experienced, for his family and friends and business associates. And the ending was full
of concern for althose whom he assumed he had left behind, and let down, and
disappointed. After a pause that was longer than usual, | offered an "Amen." But, Bill kept

on praying.

Evidently, Bill had taken some time, perhaps for the first time in his life, to be holy.
Coincidentally, Bill's wife soon decided to sell their beautifulstary home and buy a

more modest ground level, ea®ry house, which she remodeled with ramps for easy
access. She arranged for the needed home care and brought Bill home for a weekend, i
order to examine their new home. He liked it. Within a few months she put together a home
support system that allowed her to bring Bill to their new home. And the new life they
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planned together worked very well for many years until Bill's paralysishend t
complications of old age could no longer be overcome by human willpower.

What created the turning point after Bill's stroke? | am not certain. | do know that, at a
certain point, Bill took some time to be holy. That prayer, his prayer, in that hpspithkat
day, was a EDay in Bill's life. From then on, a number of coincidences occurred that
enabled him to become a new person. And the people around him became new people.

The season of Lent should be a time to prepare ourselves for the Easteemoessaglife.
But, new life takes time, and | chose the title of this sermon to impress upon us all the need
to take time to be holy during the Lenten season.

The musicians here this morning know that Al en
"slow," however, it means between andante and largo, that is, "slowly, but not dragging."

During our lifetimes, there may very well be slow times, however, if we continue to dig

deeply as we go slowly, we will still be able to savor life and thereby glorify God

As we prepare our hearts and minds for Easter, may we proceed praysliuly, but not
dragging. Because, you know, you can't turn an elephant on a dime.

*

Lent2
Date: 19 March 2000
Titl e: "Ashes to Ashesé."

Texts: Genesis 171, 1516, Mark 8:3-38

We did not do it here this past Ash Wednesday, but we have in other years received ashes
on our foreheads to remember that we are mortal.

Ashes and dust. Dust and ashes. They are part of the theme of the season of Lent, and
they are important becae their symbolism is so real and so true.

We donodt | i ke to think of dust and ashes. We
about our mortality; we would rather accent the positive and eliminate the negative in our

lives, but part of life is the edization of our finiteness, our vulnerability, our dustiness,

and the ashes of our | ives when we seem to be
Wi t hout -@wnd 9psit, weiart mothing but dust and aghes lifeless as the

dust of the earth aras dead as the rocks and the dirt beneath our feet.

But we are not here this morning to celebrate the dust. Even though one of our church
families lost a loved one this week, and others among us have lost loved ones during the
past weeks and months, we aot here this morning to celebrate the dust, but rather to
celebrate Goddés breath of |ife.
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Our scripture lessons this morning deal with a great message of hope. All deal with the
great contrast between the deadfifedls of the
accent the positive and seek to eliminate the negative.

Surely, we realize that some people are negative in their approach to life. We usually try
to avoid such people.

| recall a story about a negative gossipernd | dondét wossipenwho he type
spreads negative news about others in order to somehow, as best as he or she can,
demonstrate his or her concerns about everyone and eveéythingan the type of

malicious, negative gossiper who always, and without exception, spreads ndgtilze

about negative opinions about everyone. May God spare us from such people, but we all
probably know that every town has at least one.

One morning, a gossipy woman in a small town drove to the grocery store, and noticed a
familiar truck parkedinf ont of the tavern. AWell , 0 she
truck from down the street. o

Earlier that morning, Henryods truck broke
it up to the curb and parked it right in front of the tavern doomeaikled over to the

service station where he usually had his truck serviced, only to learn that the mechanics
could not work on his truck until the next morning.

During the afternoon the woman drove downtown to mail a few letters AND to check on
the truck,and, sure enough, it was still there, now joined by a number of other trucks and
cars as the tavernés Happy Hour approached

As soon as she got home, she got on the phone. By supper time half the town knew that
H e n rtryak Bad been in front of the bar all day long, and by bedtime the story had
reached the far dusty corners of every house in town. By the next morning, even Henry
had learned about the taléhat he had been in the bar all the day before.

Later that mormg, when his truck was repaired, Henry went on with his usual busy

schedule, except for one change in his daily routine. Just before the supper hour, he
parked his truck a few blocks from his hou
and he lefit there all night.

Emily Dickinson began one of her poems wit

There is a | ot of dust and ashes around al
Spirit, breathing life into our lives, how duétyhow full of ashes our lies would be.

Ouir first lesson this morning describes the dusty life of Abraham. As Paul says in
Romans, Abraham considered his old body to be worse thad dasvas as good as

dead. His wife Sarah was not far behind him. They had reached that point livéise

when many people sit in rocking chairs on their porches, or, as many people do in Nashua
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all summer long, sit on lawn chairs in their open garages, keeping track of everyone who
drives by, trying to remember what day it is, and wondering wheevix@ng paper will
be delivered.

Then God makes his way into Abrahamés dusty |
make a deal with you. You walk blameless before me the rest of your life, and great

things are going to happen for you and for your wifeSar. 6 And God bl essed AL
and Sarah, and they blessed God.

Of course, this does not happen without a chuckle or two. When God tells Abraham that
he and Sarah wil!/| have a son, Abraham | aughs
my own cheisdysto God., O

Then God replies, i Wed yoyroldhdustyavayabut,lamGoat 6 s your
around here, and | have other plans. o

Thousands of years later, Peter was sitting with the disciples listening to Jesus. Jesus

began to tell them thatttf®on of Man must suffer. AHe wi | | b €
the chief priests and the scribes, o0 he told t
will be raised from the dead. Jesus said this plainly so that they would not misunderstand

him.

But Peter pulled Jesus aside. "No, Lord, you have it all wrong. You are the Messiah, the
anointed one of God. Just a minute ago you asked me whom | thought you were, and |
said you are the Messiah, and | believe that. You are supposed to go to Jerusaddim, and
the people will hail you as king. You will not die. You will live forever. Long live the
King!"

But Jesus said, "Peter, you have it all wrong. That is this world's dusty way, but my way

is different. My way is to bring life out of death. The worldsgy 6 Look out f or you
save what you've got.d But my way says, OIlf vy
and if you |l ose your I|ife for my sake, you wi

way of doing things. Thisis my Father'swaf doi ng things. 0

We live in a world where dust and ashes are a reality. There is the lifelessness of our
stone cold, dusty, culture. There is the aging of our own bodies. There is the death of our
loved ones. There are criminal acts of violence all adaus1 And there is the lifelessness

of the dusty souls of people who try to live without God.

These things are real. They cannot be denied or painted over. Our culture may exalt
youth, but in doing so it denies mortality. Instead of continually cleanihthe dusty
corners of our lives, we try to remain eternally young. Meanwhile, life goes on, and we
continue to come from, and return to, DUST.

In spite of this, Christ offers us hope. This is what our Scripture lessons show us today.
God created life wére there was none. God perpetuated life where there was no hope for
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perpetuation, not even a twinkle in Abraha
death of Jesus Christ. And, likewise, he can take the dead and lifeless parts of our lives
and bredte new life into them.

PASTORAL PRAYER

Gracious God, you reached into Abraham and Sarah's lives and asked them to dream the
impossible dream; that you would transform what appears to have been a barren and
lifeless situation into one overflowing with pnise and hope Through faith, they

believed your promises.

May we also have trust and faith in your promises and grow ever stronger in faith, fully
convinced of your ability to fulfill your promises to us.

Breathe your Spirit afresh into our hearts anddaiand into our lives, so that we may
have the courage to follow you wherever you lead us. Warm us by the gift of your Spirit
so that we can worship you with our whole being.

Amaze us anew, we pray, with the faithfulness of Abraham and his belief in your
staggering promises of a fruitful future. Confront us afresh with wonder at your desire to
relate to humanity through a covenant established by you.

We worship you, O God, with awe, knowing that you care so much for us. Accept, we
pray, this worship thatomes from thankful hearts, for we offer it in Jesus' name. Amen.

OFFERTORY PRAYER

Living God, we offer these gifts as signs of our gratitude for your faith in us. May they
also be signs of our unashamed love for your son, Jesus, and of our bekgbonvér of
the Holy Spirit to give us the strength we need to take up our crosses and follow him.
Amen.

Lent 3
Date: 02 March 1997
Titl e: nFor Fast Rel i ef |, Take Two Tabl et so

Text: Exodus 20-117

The sermon this morning is a homily on the lesson fr@rbook of Exodus. My sermon

title, 1 confess, is plagiarized from a series of advertisements for churches, published by a
company called the Church Ad Project of Rosemount, Minnesota. The Ad Project, as they
call themselves, write in their catalogue:
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The Ad Project functions as your church's advertising agency. Even though we don't
do custom work, we nonetheless provide extremely high quality ads, along with
helpful advice and guidance through the b@akyerting The Local ChurciThe Ad
Project, with dradition of maintaining the highest standards for religious

advertising, continues to receive awards and recognition within the advertising
community. We are committed to providing new and challenging ads, which can
assist all kinds of churches in thea@gelism ministries. As the new ads

demonstrate, we are helping churches address current issues with provocative
guestions and with humor. We're proud to serve as your agency!

Ad Project ads, posters and postcards are sometimes as good as their poibksey

are. For instance, one has a picture of a large percolating coffee maker, one of those 100

cuppers that can be found only in church kitchens. The caption reads, "Free Coffee.

Everlasting Life. Yes, membership has its privileges." Below thiocgin small print, we

read, "If you really want to belong to something special, become a regular at our church.

You' || receive the kind of perks that | ast a |

Another ad pictures a large, leatieund Bible, above which theptéon reads, "So you've

made a New Year's resolution to get in shape.
in small print, we read, "This year, why not lift something that improves your soul as well as

your body? Join us this Sunday as we worghipit he f ai th and fell owship

| have seen a number of Ad Project ads in newspapers in recent years, but one ad from their

catalogue, | have never seen in a paper, becauseseelior yourself. The picture is of six

men struggling to cayra coffin in a funeral procession. The caption reads, "Will it take six

strong men to bring you back into the church?" Underneath, in small print, we read, "Our

church welcomes you no matter what condition you're in, but we'd really prefer to see you

bree hi ng. Come join us in the |l ove, worship and

One of my favorites is a cropped picture of Moses holding two stone tablets, with one hand
pointing to the writing on the tablets. The caption reads, "For fast, ststelief, take two

tablets." Underneath, in small print, we read, "In our church, we believe that some of the
oldest ideas are still the best. Like the regular worship of God. Come join us as we celebrate
this Sunday."

Yes, | plagiarized my sermon titleut please also notice that Ad Project does a great job at
plagiarism, also. We Christians know that, indeed, some of the oldest ideas are still the best.
Jesus reminded his followers of this, continually.

No matter how current the issue, no matter hewdy the presentation, most of the
important things in life remain the same.

In the book of Exodus, God's law is presented to God's people as a gift. For fast relief, take
two tablets, yes, but not for a quick cure. We are to receive God's law as a gift.
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This morning's Old Testament lesson is only the first of many legal codes that we find in the
Bible. All of the Old Testament legal codes combined, however, serve one basic purpose: to
present the central role of God's law as a divine gift of salvati@ot's people. They tell

us who God is. They tell us how to worship God. And they tell us how to live as the people
of God.

They are not a code of ethics.

Some Christians try to impose the Bible's legal codes on others, as if they are codes of
ethics, mly to miss the main point of understanding God's law as a gift. The Ten
Commandments, in particular, simply do not contain enough commands to provide a
comprehensive rule for living. This is not to say that we should refer to them as the Ten
SuggestionsThis is to say, that instead of reading the commandments as a strict list of does
and don'ts, we should be reading them so that we may more fully understand the character
of God. God is our Savior. These codes do not so much dictate how we should livesour

as they put content into the character of God. The Ten Commandments do not so much
move us into proper social activity as they move us toward God. The movement is not from
social activity to God, but, rather, from God to social activity. We neeettim@sod, first.

We read the commandments not to learn about us, but to learn about God. They are a divine
gift of salvation, and as Goddés gift they p

So, for fast relief, take two tablets.

Lent 3
Date: 26 March 2000
Titl e: AThe Day Jesus Cleaned Houseo

Text: John 2:1822

We live in a society in which the marketplace is everywhere. Even if we were to make
Lent a time in which we fast from the onslaught of marketing in the electronic media by
simply turning off our TVsye would still face advertising each time we left our homes

on our way to work, or school, or shopping, or to some form of recreation. We would still
see billboards, signs and storefronts. We would still have to buy and sell in order to
conduct the every@ business of living.

I n todaybés gospel | esson, we hear that eve
common that buying and selling had crept into the temple square.

JesusOdO response to this misuse otofthche t emp

accounts we have of Jesusd®éd ministry, i n wh
expectations by unexpected behavior and radically different ways of thinking about
situations. I n the case of the té¢mple mone



tables, as he drives the moneychangers out of the temple in a passionate attempt to keep
the temple a place of pure motives and clean hearts.

|l sndét that t he nitsty io@erp tleir places of iwvorshipasr c he s
gathering places for peapWith pure motives and clean hearts?

AGive me a pure heart, O Lord, And renew a ri

What better words could one bring to church each Sabbath morning than these? Dear
God, renew a right spirit within ndehelp me atan my house.

One day, Jesus entered the temple and discovered that there were no pure motives there,
and no clear indication that anyone there, at the time, was trying to display a clean heart.
And, boy, was he steamed! No one else seemed to be clélamihguse, so he cleaned

the house. He reminded the people assembled in the temple that people of faith are to
worship God in spirit and in truth. The lesson was simple. The lesson that day, in the

temple, was as simple as the lesson of the seasonofLend.s spring. [ tds ti me
your house.

Stop. Reflect. Stop and pray. Take some time to be silent and ask, in silent prayer, for

Goddbs power and grace to change for the bette
old hymn put itto, bfet ahkod ys comea ntdi md ean house. Ch
change, and then pray also to |live in the pre
because, we all know that we ourselves are not capable of changing everything by

ourselves.

This Lenten season cée a lifechanging experience and a doorway into holy living for
all the people of Gailf or you and for me. It is ours for t
message for us during this season; that Godoés

Therefore, may we leauhis gathering today in peace of mind and heart? And may the
messages from the scripture readings this morning, change us as we reflect upon them.

PASTORAL PRAYER

Heavenly Father, we acknowledge you as Creator and as Liberator. You are the One who
broudht the captives out of Egypt and who delivered them from the oppression of slavery.
You gave laws that shaped how people were to relate to you, to each other, and to the
whole environment. You implored people to worship only you, knowing that whatever
wasput in your place would become the object of idolatry; that it would become the
priority of people's lives. In this time of worship, help us, we pray, to focus on you, O

God, as the priority of our lives. Remind us of your steadfast love, revealed $piclear

the new commandment of love, which Jesus disclosed with his life, and, as we especially
remember in this period of Lent, with his death. Speak to us anew as we offer this prayer
and our worship in Jesus' name and for the sake of your kingdom. Amen.
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OFFERTORY PRAYER

Gracious and wise God, you give us the freedom to relate to you through the love and
sacrifice of Jesus Christ. You empower us with the wisdom of your Spirit to proclaim our
deliverance from evil through the power of the cross. We difese gifts and our lives as
symbols of our thanksgiving, praying that you will bless them and use them to proclaim
the wonders of your love. In Jesus' name, we pray. Amen.

*

Lent 5
Date: 16 March 1997
Titl e: nSal vation and Healtho

Text: Psalm 51

We wholive in our age of science depend on medical doctors for our good health, and with
such a strong dependency upon the medical profession, God often seems to be unrelated to
medical science. Today, to ask someone how his or her health is, which is a medical
guestion, is quite different from asking the old religious question, "Are you saved?"

Even as every major hospital in recent years has moved toward a more holistic approach to
health, salvation and health remain poles apart. Health, for most peopteoniyeo the

body. Salvation refers only to the soul. The two have been moving closer and closer together
for the past two decades or so, but there is still a great way to go.

Years ago, when | was serving as an assistant chaplain in a county Hasgitaked more

than ever before that a pastor did very little in the way of healing if he only concentrated on
the health of the soul. And, a medical doctor could fail miserably if he concentrated only on
the health of the body.

Healing and saving. Hehland salvation. What is the relationship?
There is an old saying:
When wealth is lost, nothing is lost;
When health is lost, something is lost;
When character is lost, all is lost.
This is a secular way of pointing out the same problem as we coth@delationship
between salvation and health. Here, health refers to the body, but character refers to the

whole persortbody, mind, and spirit.

What makes up the human character? EVERYTHING, ALTOGETHER! The person is all
of these together, at oncedathen some.



Perhaps a good way to look at the relationship between salvation and health is to take an
historical survey of the way in which people have viewed salvation and health through the
ages. In the Old Testament, the concept of salvation ieeddriom the Exodus story about

the deliverance of God's chosen people. The Hebrew word for salvation comes from a word
that refers to a place of ease and peace. The Hebrew word for health means "mended" or
"darned," and refers to a state of wholeneshefridividual-where the whole person, as we
might say, has it all together.

The familiar word, "shalom," "peace," which our Jewish brothers and sisters use to greet
each other, is often translated in the Bible as "health.” What are the signs of Btthlem
Bible?

--good tidings to the afflicted

--the binding up of the brokenhearted

--liberty to the captives

--comfort to all who mourn

--and complete health of mind, body and spirit to all.

When we turn to the New Testament, we find that salvatitreisentral idea. The New
Testament Greek word for salvation means, literally, "soundness," and "safety." It, the word
for salvation, is used much more often than the Greek verb that means, "to save."

So, which comes first? Salvation or health? Wellhaps that is the wrong question.

Do you recall what Jesus said to the paralytic? Jesus said, "Your sins are forgiven." The man
then got up and walked. Salvation and health took place simultaneously. To the woman with
the hemorrhage he said, "Your fdiths made you well, go in peace and be healed," which
literally means, "be a whole person again." Is the soul being emphasized here more than the
body? Not really. The emphasis continues to be on the whole person, and salvation and
health embrace each other

Remarkably, this seems to be very close to what modern medical science teaches us; that
healing does not take place in the body alone, or in the mind alone, or in the soul alone.
Healing and health are matters that concern the whole person. Heakiesha whole

person. When a person is sick, it is the whole person that must be healed, and it is the whole
person that must be saved.

A person is one person: an organic, interconnected, interrelated whole being. God did not
deliver us into this world ithree different packagebody, mind, and spirtwith a set of
directions on how to mix the three. A person is one person. And this one person works very
hard each day to control the things that haunt it:

--spiritual loneliness
--the thirst for love
--the thirst for meaning
--the fear of death
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--the riddle of evil
--the mystery of God.

These are not things we can control. Therefore, the choice is often made to just repress
them.

| recall a story about an old man who told his doctor, "I've been mighghand my
conscience is bothering me.o

"And you want something that will strengthen your willpower, is that it," asked the doctor?

"Not exactly,” said the man, "l was wondering if you could give me something to weaken
my conscience."

But, what happennwhen we repress the things that bother us? Repression causes conflict
and stress within a person and, then, the health of the whole person is at stake.

The Rev. Dr. Edgar Jackson once put it, "More than we are aware, the true source of illness
may lurkbehind such questions as, what can give my life meaning, or what is the matter
with me, or why can't | find inner peace?"

Medical science alone cannot answer these questions, because THEY ARE BASICALLY
RELIGIOUS QUESTIONS.

Ministers are often accusedariswering questions that no one is asking, and of offering
solutions to problems that no one has. But, as far as salvation and health are concerned,
where does one begin the healing process? As far as the body is concerned, the medical
doctor can treat oplsymptoms. As far as the mind is concerned, it seems the more we learn
about ourselves the more confused we become. Therefore, we need to start somewhere else.

As the great Swiss psychiatrist, Paul Tournier, once put it, "The anguish of the world today
is so poignant, the accumulated suffering so flagrant, the threat of the future so grave, that
only the heart should lead us."

So what is the picture of salvation and health? Recall, if you will, the words of the Psalmist:

Create in me a clean heart, Odzand put a new and right spirit within me.
Restore to me the joy of your salvation and uphold me with a willing spirit.

The biblical picture of health is of the whole person. The stories about the healings Jesus
performed are about the WHOLE persoredeh healing story, healing begins with a faith
that can make a person WHOLE no matter what physical state that person is in.

Health, then, is not limited to the body. Health is a way of life! And when health can be
understood that way, salvation will reebe beyond our reach.
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Palm Sunday
Date: 23 March 1997
Homily

Decades ago, Passion Sunday was celebrated the Sunday before Palm Sunday. Why?
Probably, because, in retrospect, it never made much sense to try to celebrate anything else
on Palm Sunday.

Most of us humans have difficulty trying to celebrate more than one thing at a time. When it
comes to celebrating a joyful event like Palm Sunday, as opposed to a painful event such as
Good Friday, | should think that if we had a choice, the choice viieutibvious.

In my early years as a pastor, | had the problem of preaching on the same Palm Sunday text
each year. Today, as a preacher, | have the problem of being overwhelmed with the problem
of deciding how or what to preach on this day.

If we hear tle Palm Sunday story and then hear the Passion narrative, isn't it rather
anticlimactic for the preacher to say anything at all? Do these stories really need much
elaboration?

If there is to be a sermon today, then, clearly, it must be to the point. égadide of the
time allowed for the reading of passages from the gospel, any sermon must be brief.

Therefore, today, my point is this: Today, most pastors realize that whatever we do as
Christians on Palm Sunday needs to prepare us for Holy Week in sgmrigutvevhat way
is the best way to prepare ourselves for Holy Week?

We will have ample opportunities through the week ahead to understand the tragedy of Holy
Week. On Easter Sunday morning and in the weeks that follow Easter we will have ample
opportunityto reaffirm our Easter Faith.

Today, perhaps, our scripture readings may have a chance to just preach themselves.

| am reminded of a newspaper article some years ago, about a church in Minnesota that
celebrated Palm Sunday with a real live donkey. @ba of using a live donkey came form

the children in the kindergarten Sunday school class. One of the children knew a man who
had a donkey, so the church borrowed the donkey and got a boy from the junior high class to
ride it. Most of the congregation tHaalm Sunday formed a procession in the street outside

the church and, carrying palm branches, and with older church members lining the road,
singing and cheering, rounded the entire block in order to end up at their own church door
into which they enterednd continued their celebration of Palm Sunday. Although they did

not do it in order to produce a public spectacle, they made quite a public witness that day.
Evidently, most of the doors in front of which they processed on the way to their church
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door, were the doors of uochurched people, resulting in the fact that a number of people
who never heard sermons, saw a sermon in action. This sermon in action had been the
children's idea.

Ironically, it seems that it was mostly children who advertised thieHalm Sunday.

Palm Sunday is Palm Sunday! It happened. That is my sermon today. Today is not Holy
Thursday. Today is not Good Friday. Today is not Easter.

TODAY IS PALM SUNDAY!

As an ancient Christian antiphon has put it, which was sung as a resptheseerses of
Psalm 24-a psalm about Jerusalem lifting up its mighty gates that the king of glory might
come in:

THE CHILDREN OF JERUSALEM
WELCOMED CHRIST THE KING.
THEY CARRIED BRANCHES

AND LOUDLY PRAISED THE LORD:
HOSANNA IN THE HIGHEST!

Palm Sumday

Date: 16 April 2000

Homily

Today, we celebrate Jesusod6 triumphal entr a

liturgical times, we also know this Sunday as Passion Sunday, as we recall the events of
the whole week of Holy Week. Therefore, today,ha®e a contrast of emotions between
celebrating the joy of Jesus' glory, and the suffering of Christ on the cross.

Personally, and | have mentioned this before, | do not like this particular choice in the
modern liturgical calendar. It, historically, istrpart of the tradition of the Reformed
churches. Even in liturgical churches, this is relatively new. Decades ago, Passion Sunday
in liturgical churches was the Sunday before Palm Sunday. Palm Sunday was left alone,
with its own liturgy and its own triuphant celebration. And I think that is still quite fine,
thank you.

As the story of Palm Sunday indicates, there was a rather boisterous entrance scene, but,
then, the day ended rather quietly. The disciples went off in one direction, and Jesus went
off in another direction, and that was the end of that day, as everyone collapsed in
exhaustion. |, for one, do not see the Palm Sunday event as the beginning of a steady
downhill path that Jesus trod. | see it as a day unto itself, triumphant and unparaieled.

a student of history, however, | say this with caution.
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Years ago, a now forgotten American historian wrote a biography about Woodrow
Wilson, titled,When The Cheering Stoppddhe story began with the events leading up
to WWI, and ended with the ews following WWI. When the war was over, Wilson was
an international hero. There was a great spirit of optimism abroad, and people actually
believed that the last war had been fought, and the world had been made safe for
democracy.

On his first visit toParis after the war, Wilson was greeted by cheering mobs. He was

more popular with the French than their own heroes. The same thing was true in England

and ltaly. In a Vienna hospital a Red Cross worker had to tell the children that there

would be no Chrignas presents, because of the war and the hard times. The children

didndét believe her. They said that President
everything would be all right.

The cheering lasted about a year. Then it gradually began to stop. ¢ twinthat the

political leaders in Europe were more concerned with their own agenda than with a

lasting peace. At home, Woodrow Wilson ran into opposition in the United States Senate

and his League of Nations was not ratified. Under the strainofit@lt Pr esi dent 6 s hece
began to break. In the next election his party was defeated.

So it was that Woodrow Wilson, a man, who a year or two earlier had been heralded as
the new world Messiah, came to the end of his days a broken and defeated man.

It is asad story, but one that is not altogether unfamiliar.

The ultimate reward for someone who tries to translate ideals into reality, is apt to be
frustration and defeat. There are some exceptions, of course, but not too many. Still, the
hope that our idealsan be translated into reality abides in every human soul. Therefore,
let us celebrate the cheering while it lasts, for it will stop too soon.

Let us pray.
Heavenly Father, bless our lives as we offer them in the name of Jesus, our Lord, who
emptied himslf that we might be filled; who humbled himself that we might be lifted up.

May we proclaim the gospel that fills our otherwise unfulfilled lives, and meets the needs
of those who need our help. In Jesus' name we pray. Amen.

*

Easter Sunday
Date: 23 Apil 2000
Meditation

HAPPY EASTER!
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Christ is risen!
Christ is risen, indeed!
Alleluial

| love Easter. | can really get into Easter. And, fortunately for me, Easter almost always
gets into me.

This year, however, | could not find any Jelly Belly jellybgansuppose, since I live in
Nashua, lowa, that | am a victim of the Bigoroblem: the only Jelly Beans that are
available are the cheap jellybeans that are available at tH¢, BigDrug Town, or Hy
Vee, or Fareway, or Econo Foods.

How about you? Dogu "get into" Easter?

This week | received an Easter Card that had a big purple picture of a chick bursting out

of a decorated shell, underscored with the
up the card, to read bh&se.wor ds: inLet Ea
| thought, AThis is cool.o0 This is cool fo

And, because, for most ministers, Easter represents the end of a lot of extra work, | hope |
can take these words serilLoeus |Eya:s tileDo ngbett jiunst

The message of the card was simple, and direct, and as | read these words this past week,
| realized that | might not have been preparing for Easter verykvahkly, | think most

of us are so slow to believe in the powetlef resurrection that we prefer to make this

holiday a celebration of spring? We, too easily, get confused about the real meaning of
Easter.

The wellpublished preacher, Ben Haden, tells a story about a group of four year olds
who were gathered in a Suydschool class in Chattanooga on Palm Sunday. The teacher
looked at the class and asked this question: "Does anyone know what today is?" A little
four-yearold girl held up her hand and said, "Yes, today is Palm Sunday."

The teacher exclaimed, "That's fastic, that's wonderful. Now does anyone know what
next Sunday is?"

The same little girl held up her hand and said, "Yes, next Sunday is Easter Sunday." Once
again the teacher said, "That's fantastic. Now, does anyone know what makes next
Sunday Easter?"

The same little girl responded and said, "Yes, next Sunday is Easter, because Jesus rose
from the grave," and before the teacher could congratulate her, she kept on talking and
said, "but if he sees his shadow, he has to go back in for six weeks."

Whatmakes this Sunday Easter? It depends. It depends upon whether we are just sort of
Agetting intoo Easter, or really letting E
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HAPPY EASTER!
Christ is risen!

Christ is risen, indeed!
Alleluia!

Let us pray.

Loving God, we thank you for th Easter Day with its promises of new life and new
opportunities. Use us, we pray, to love you, and to serve you, and to witness to Christ
whom you have raised to life eternal. Amen.

*

Easter 2

Thomas Sunday

Date: 30 April 2000

Titl e: AAre You Sure?o
Text: John 20:18B1

The lilies are gone.
The candy is gone.
The ham, or leg of lamb, or whatever, and all the leftovers are gone.

The relatives are gone, and we are back to our old ways and our old routines. That is what
usually happens when the excitmh of a holiday fades. But, the Sunday after Easter is

not the same here as the Sunday after Easter has been in other churches | have served. In
previous congregations, the Sunday after Easter was realy lH® Sunday. It is not

HO-HUM Sunday here, becaaisve use the Revised Common Lectionary readings for

each Sunday.

This is the first Sunday after Easter. It is also called Thomas Sunday. Every year we read
again the story of Thomasds doubting, and
resurrection®ry, on the evening of that first day of the week.

The Apostle John tells us that the disciples were gathered together. Just for good
measure, they locked the doors behind them, because they were afraid; they were afraid
of what happened, afraid of whatas happening at that moment, and afraid of what

might happen in the future.

|l sndét it interesting that on the first day

the main dynamic is fear?
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John records that in this locked room, in the midsheirtfears and doubts, the ten

disciples are astounded when Jesus suddenly appears and stands "among them." He
greets them with the phrase, "Peace be with you," and shows them his hands and his side.
And the disciples are "overjoyed" when they see the.Liné Lord sends them forth,

breathes on them and gives them the gift of the Holy Spirit. Presumably, they go straight
for Thomas and tell him, "We have seen the Lord" (v.25). They are sure of what they

have seen.

But how "sure" is "sure"?

| have watched he AWho Wants To Be A Millionairebo
entire show, but I remember the contestant
cal l them?) to call a friend for help. She
corect. She asked her friend on the telepho

How sure are you?
| believe that is a good question for us on this Sunday after Easter. How sure are we?

The ten disciples we read about this morning were 100% sure they had seen the Risen
Lord. They were fibeyond a shadow of a doub

So, how sure is sure?
The following is a news item from Atlanta, Georgia in April of 1999:

Last week an elderly woman left the grocery store with a shopping basket full, but
as she appaxhed her car she saw four strange men sitting in her car. She
whipped out her pistol, assumed the two hands on the gun stance, and yelled at
them to get out of the car with their hands up. They got out, but they ran away,
escaping her wrath. The strangimshg happened next. When she got into her
four-door, black Camry, the key would not fit into the ignition. Then she noticed
some things in her glove compartment that did not belong in her car. She got out,
and, looking around, found her own fedwor, back Camry parked four spaces
away. She decided she had better go to the police station and report what had
happened. As she told her story to the Desk Sergeant he began to laugh, and
pointed to four scared guys in the corner who had reported an atterapted c
jacking by a gun wielding elderly woman.

The woman was "sure" she had the right car. But being "sure" does not always mean one
is right, or correct, or that she will be believed.

Three of my neighbors cut down trees during the past several weeksl anyot sure.
| suppose their aiconditioning bills were not high enough last year! One neighbor, in
particular, knows everything. He was sure he knew which way his tree would fall. By the



grace of God he is still alive, because trees do not fall iditeetion of human sureness.
"Sure" is not always "sure."

The disciples were "sure" they had seen the Risen Lord, but when they ventured out of
the locked room to spread the good news, they were disheartened to find out that the
"sending forth" doesn'tdar fruit immediately. Thomas, in fact, is unimpressed. He

doubts their account so much that he declares, "Unless | see the nail marks in his hands
and put my finger where the nails were, and put my hand into his side, | will not believe
it."

Thomas doulst He questions the truth of the story the ten bring to him, and with good
reason. Blessed Thomas! It takes another week behind closed doors and another visit by
our Lord, and an additional offer to touch his scars and feel his wounds, and another
"peace ke with you," and a final command to "stop doubting and believe" before Thomas
is convinced.

How sure is sure?

Over the years, | have developed a healthy respect for Thomas and for doubting. And |
am not ashamed to admit it. | would even go so far asytdhat if there were another
Beatitude, it might be, "Blessed are the doubters, for their questions help strengthen their
faith."

| believe that healthy doubts with sincere and genuine questioning have their place in our
faith | our neydeepdgoestions abpud why soiine peaple leave to suffer. |
guestion why some bad people get along quite well in this world, and some obviously
good people don't. | doubt that we have seen the end of the stock market's wild ride this
past month. | doubt the sierity of politicians.

Deep down inside me and inside you are hidden doubts about all kinds of things. Do
these questions mean we are hopelessly lost, and spiritually abandoned? No, of course
not!

Of course, when doubting becomes all we do, then it bes@mmething other than real,
honest doubt. Constant doubt can cripple us with cynicism. But most of the time, like
Thomas, we doubt in faith.

Does that make any sense? | think it made sense to Jesus. Notice in our scripture lesson
that when the disciplegather again the following week, Jesus does not condemn Thomas
for his earlier absence or for his questioning behavior. Jesus greets the gathered eleven
with the same words as the week before: "Peace be with you." Even doubters get his
peace!

For those bus who doubt all kinds of things on this "ho hum" Sunday, may | suggest we
use the same commands of Jesus to guide us in our seeking process that we call our
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journey of faith? Rather than pretend we have no doubts, let's see what we can do with
them.

PASTORAL PRAYER

We worship you, O God, aware that we are a group of people at differing stages in our
journeys of faith. Our experiences of you have been shaped by diverse happenings,
teachings and relationships throughout our lives. At times we move lvetardeand

doubt, certainty and unbelief. So today, we rejoice in the word of the gospel where John
declares that he has written his gospel to confirm and strengthen our belief that Jesus is
the Christ, the Son of God, and that in believing, we might hi@vm his name. We

worship you, O God, with praise and thanksgiving for that gift of life made possible
through Jesus' death and resurrection. Strengthen and confirm our belief in Jesus in this
time of worship here today. May we know the blessings®pkace within us and the
life-giving breath of his Spirit upon us. We offer this prayer and our worship in Jesus'
name. Amen.

Easter 3

Date: 13 April 1997

Titl e: AWhat Brings Faith?5o
Text: Luke 24:36:8

What brings faith?

This morning, ourgosp¢éle s son seems to be an echo of | a
the same. The characters are the same, but the unfolding of the story is different, and
therefore the message, although similar, varies from the story of the doubting Thomas.

The main charder is the same: Jesus. "Jesus himself stood among them and said to
them, &6Peace be with you.6" The disciples
something that he had done with his disciples many tidesus eats with them. Jesus

eats a piece dfsh to prove that he is not a gheghosts don't eat. "Ghosts don't have

flesh and bones," he says to them.

"Look at my hands." "Look at my feet." "It is ." "Let's party."

There are many stories about Jesus eating with his disciples. This is jusbr@ngtory
about the friendship Jesus enjoyed when he shared a meal with his friends. But Jesus does
more than eat and party with his friends.

Over the years | have learned some sign language, only to forget it, because | don't know
anyone with whom | aapractice it. But one sign | remember. It is the sign for the name
of Christ.



The forefinger of the right hand is touched to the left palm, and then the forefinger of the
left hand is touched to the right hand. Naig#rced hands AND a touching fingeeahe
symbols of a meeting with the risen Christ. Let's do this sign together: with your right
forefinger, touch the center of your left palm, and then with your left forefinger touch
your right palm.

Look. Listen. Touch. We are not dealing with a ghbst morning.

After the first Easter, the enemies of Jesus were exultant. The friends of Jesus were in
despair; they were hopeless. Their confidence was shattered. The tomb was empty. Did
someone steal the body?

This morning's lesson, as it echoes thedaof last week, reminds us that it took a while
for all the disciples to believe, and the gospel writers take time to communicate the delay
in their believing.

The disciples needed proof. "You want proof," asks Jesus, "here's your proof!"

(sign)

Why do we have these stories in the gospel accounts of the events after Easter? These
stories are in the gospels, obviously, for a number of reasons. All of them come from a
reverence for God. Even last week's story about the doubting disciple named Thomas
reminds us that questioning is good for our faith. Doubting honestly is healthy for our
faith. Faith should never answer questions prematurely. Faith needs to take time to reach
beyond understandings and ask honest questions.

The disciples were "startled afijhtened.” They thought they saw a ghost. The risen

Christ calmed their fears, saying, "Peace be with you." And Christ removed their doubts,
saying, "Look at my hands and my feet." And he did something that he had done with them
many times before; heeatvith them.

We live in a world of mystery. What then brings us faith? Well, the question is not so much
WHAT brings us faith as WHO BRINGS US FAITH? This story is about Jesus the Christ
who brings us faith, who greets us with his peace, who blessethussypresence, and

who wants us to enjoy his company.

Let us pray.

Eternal God, may the living spirit of Christ be in our experience and may Christ's victory be
a present triumph in our souls. Amen.

Easter 4
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Texts: Acts 4:(2381) 3237 or Ezekiel 3:1-10; Psalm 23 or 100; 1 John Blor Acts
4:(23-31) 3237; John 10:1116
Meditation

Today we celebrate Jesus the Good Shepherd, and we also celebrate Mother's Day. For
me, there is an interesting coming together of images on this day. Both imagssméep
caring. Both represent persons who are anxious for us to follow their lead. Both images
work in us to create an enduring spiritual agenda.

How then do we honor both? How do we give honor where honor is due?

There are many female images of Godhia Bible, all of which portray a caring and

nurturing God. The Good Shepherd image is more like the female images than the

masculine images of God. Through the ages a number of church scholars have picked up

on this. One example is Anselm of Canterburypwhwr ot e a f amous praye
mother you gather your people to you; you are gentle with us as a mother with her
children. 0 Perhaps Ansel m was refbefati ng o
hen, gathering her chicks under her wings?

The matenal action, or behavior, of gathering people together and being gentle with
them recalls the action and behavior of the Good Shepherd, bringing the sheep together.
The shepherd, like a good mother, embraces his own sheep as well as sheep of other
folds, sgaking to them in a voice that they recognize and trust. The maternal image of
Jesus also contains within it the protective, sacrificial role of the good shepherd who lays
down his life for his sheep.

These images help us to take what we know of lovéegtion and sacrifice in our daily

life, and make lifegiving connections and insights to our spiritual life. The images we
have of Jesus and God are often born in the creative, spiritual intersection between the
care we experience from our parents, botithars and fathers, and our innate desire for
meaning and connection with something greater and more powerful than ourselves,
namely, God. The desire to know our parents, to have that connection with them, is
vividly portrayed in stories we read of the mdaof some grown children, raised by
adoptive parents, who later seek their parents, especially their birth mothers.

There are two sides to the issue of motherhood. When | think of my own mother, | can

see a sort of divine archetype of a good shepheeinémber her efforts to raise two

rascally boys, to create a home of love, learning, and culture, and, at the same time, to
pursue a career, and, in her fispare ti meo
and in our community. All these actives of hers were life giving, and are the basis for

the gratitude | feel towards her on Mother's Day, and every day.

Surely, coming to terms with our lives and with the people in our lives in such ways, is

near the heart of our spiritual journey as mag@ineistians. Knowing who we are and
where we come from is what we celebrate today.
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It is serendipitous how the Apostle John speaks directly to these issues of belonging on
this Mother's Day and Good Shepherd Sunday: "Beloved, we are God's children now."
Mothers, sons, and daughters: we all are equally embraced in this new identity. By
honoring our mothers and all those who "mothered" us, we honor Christ as well; who
taught us that God loves us like a loving parent.

Who are the people who have mothered yma, given you a sense of being loved, and
protected you, and nurtured you?

PRAYER

Gracious God, we know love because you made it eternally visible in the person of Jesus
Christ, your Son, our Lord. He revealed the depth of that love by laying dowfeHa |

us. We pray that our gratitude for such undeserved gifts may be demonstrated through
our sacrificial love and compassionate care for others, and in the way we care for this
world in which we live. Jesus showed us that love is not confined to \atuals, nor is it

ever an abstract quality. Love is at all times a heamtered activity. Stir such a love in

our hearts, we pray, so that all we do may be pleasing to you and be the very best
evidence of our identity as people who call ourselves Christiais we pray in Jesus'

name. Amen.

Easter 5

Date: 21 May2000

Homily for the Fifth Sunday of Easter
Text: Acts 8:2640

Some of you know that my first career was in Civil Engineering. Even while | studied
music, | continued to work as a land suregvery summer. One summer, my surveying
party was assigned the task of surveying a vast tract of land in southeastern New York
State. We started out well, following the description of the land in a deed: Begin at the
Geodetic survey marker along theawlso railroad at sandso street in Stony Point,

New York. Proceed 2668umodd chains and so many links north. (We converted the
chains and links into feet and inches.) Proceedsa®@odd chains and so many links
west. Proceed south 3@0imodd chains ad so many links to the wide stonewall.

Everything had been rather easy and enjoyable so far, but the wide stonewall was

obvious, and it was completely covered with poison ivy. The next instructions stopped us

dead in our tr ack s ofth Rall antilgoal ceach theogregt oakthee cent er
where John killed the big bear. o

We had gone 200 north. We had gone 500 west. We had gone 300 south. Obviously, we
had also to go east and north and then east again. We walked along the poison ivy
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covered gsinewall for a major part of the afternoon. There were no great trees or even the
remains of a great tree. So, we went back to the office for a better kind of guidance. We,
obviously, needed better information, and more information.

Todayo6s | e BmwloohActs tells s samietbing about a better kind of guidance,
but the story starts rather awkwardly. The angel says to Philip, "Get up and go toward the
south."

Philip replies, "South, but that's the road leading to the wilderness."
Angel: "Go to tle road that goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza."
Philip: "To Gaza? But there's nothing there."

The angel tells Philip to go to a certain place in the wilderness. He goes there. When he
gets there he meets a high official of the Queen of Ethiopia who &g fgom

Jerusalem to Gaza in his chariot, and the man was reading from the Book of Isaiah, which
he picked up in the Jerusalem Wrt on the best sellers shelf.

The angel says to Philip, "Go over to his chariot and try to hitch a ride."

Philip runs upo the chariot and jumps on. He hears the man reading a passage from a
scroll of Isaiah. Philip asks, "Do you understand what you are reading?"

The Ethiopian replies, "How can |, unless someone guides me?"

We know that Philip was Greek, because of hisia. The name, Philip, comes from

PHI LOS, the word for | ove, and HIPPOS, whi
name describes him as a | over of horses. S
cowboy accent and imagine him greeting thargjer as if Phil were John Wayne: "So do

ya understand that there book, Pilgrim?"

There is a great deal in the Bible that is difficult to understand. That is O.K., for

throughout the history of the Great Book, it was never meant to be read alone. Ehe Bibl
has always been a community book. It was written in and for a community of faith. Its
words usually dondédt make any sense at all
new translations are constantly needed as the community of faith grows up, and tdo

mean commercial translations; | mean translations by the scholars of the ecumenical
Christian community.

The Ethiopian was greatly interested in what he was reading, but he understood nothing.
He asks Philip, "About whom, may | ask you, does the mbgay this, about himself or
about someone else?"

Philip then teaches the Ethiopian about Jesus, the Messiah, who welcomed and accepted
all who were excluded: tax collectors, lepers, prostitutes, women, the poor, children and
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thieves. Philip explained #t Jesus died on a cross, was raised to new life, and is now
working throughout the world to bring all people together before God. Philip continued

his teaching, going one step further to offer a better kind of guidance, and he told the
Ethiopian that th&thiopian needed to understand the scriptures; he needed to understand
the relationship of faith and suffering; he needed to understand that God accepts,
welcomes, and treasures all people; he needed to understand that there are no outcasts in
the kingdonof God.

Then the two passed a pool of water. The Ethiopian declared, "Look, here is water! What
is to prevent me from being baptized?"

ANot hing, 0o replied Philip. fAAbsolutely nothin

Easter 7
Homily
Text: John 17: 1119

I n todayo6s gleasnphatlJesus praysddan his disciples. Surely, that is the
least he could have done. They needed all the help they could get, but does prayer really
help? When do we pray, and why? What reminds us to pray?

Prayer is supposed to have some kind ofactpJohn Pilch, in his bookhe Cultural

World of Jesusreminds us that prayer is an act of communication "intended to have an

impact on a person perceived as being in control of life in order to obtain results from

t hat per son. 0 Hetaligpmgesin tierBible is religiauy praydr. a t

Remember, if you will, Jesusd motherds commen
out of wine.o0o That was not a religious prayer
to infl uence 3§ leekalf dutibwas rotraeeligowus prpyere 6

We make prayers of this kind all day long. "Mom, there isn't any peanut butter left,"

correctly identifies who is in control of life and wants the person in control to find a way

to provide more peanutbuttérrut t hat 1 s not a religious praye
gospel is different, because it is addressed to God and it is intended to obtain specific

results.

There are many expressive forms of prayer. Each can remind us to pray. Surely, one of
the most expessive forms of prayer is a prayer of thanks that is not intended to obtain
specific results. Prayers of praise and joy are also expressive forms of prayer.

How expressive are we in prayer? How thankful are we? Could anyone tell that we are
thankful by he way we pray? When do you give thanks? Have you ever thought of

giving thanks for the aroma of a freshly brewed cup of coffee in the early morning,
perhaps before the sun rises, or a prayer of thanks for the brightly lit morning sky, or for a
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c hi | dhaes or $malgy or for the healing of a sick friend or relative, or for the love we
have experienced in our families, or for a

What, exactly, reminds you to pray?
Let us pray.

Heavenly Father, source of aleation, all love, all true joy, accept, we pray, our prayers
and all the outward signs of our profound and continuing thankfulness for all of life.
Bless those who will benefit from our prayers, and keep each of us ever thankful for all
the blessings of pand challenge that come our way. Amen.

PASTORAL PRAYER

Eternal God, we give thanks and praise for Jesus' preparedness to show us your true

nature and your true character. In his words we hear the resonance of your voice, and in

his deeds we seetheimp nt of your hands. We give than!
disclosed a new reality at work in the werttie reality of your kingdom, O God, where

that which is broken is mended, where the afflicted are relieved, where the bound are set

free and where thexcluded are included. We pray that our worship here today will

enable us to catch a glimpse of your kingdom, to hear the resonance of your voice, to

know the imprint of your hand on our lives and to experience the gift of your Spirit
withinus.InChrishs name we pray. Amen.

OFFERTORY PRAYER

Loving God, we praise you for blessing and protecting our lives through Jesus Christ,
your Son, our Lord. We offer these gifts as signs of our gratitude and our commitment to
live lives shaped by holiness and lolre Jesus' name, we pray. Amen.

*

A Sermon for the Sunday of Memorial Day Weekend
Date: 28 May 2000
Text: John 15:9.7 (Year B, Easter 6)

AA man i s not dead until he is forgotten. o
is fitting for theMemorial Day weekend.

A person is not dead, until that person is forgotten.

As people of faith, we are called to remembrance again and again. Every time we

celebrate Holy Communion we are reminded that we celebrate in remembrance of Christ.

This is veryimportant for Christians, because if we fail to remember Christ in the active
present on a regular basis, then Christ is truly dead, and Christ has not been raised.
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On Memorial Day we are reminded of the importance of remembering.

This weekend always rends me of a family tradition. There were many traditions on

both sides of my family when | was young that were celebrated during each and every
season. The one that marked the beginning of the summer season was on Memorial Day
weekend with atriptomymaer nal grandmot her s family
York.

Very old cemeteries out east were not always well kept like they are now. The owners of
large family plots needed to care for them on a regular basis. Before we decorated the
graves with cuflowers, while sharing stories about each person at rest there, we cleaned
off the plot, raked leaves, trimmed the shrubs, trimmed dead limbs from the ancient pines
that shaded the plot, and straightened leaning or twisted stones. Because a number of
peopk from the Washer family usually turned out for this event, some of the men also
usually spent some time cleaning up the Civil War area of the cemetery. (We need to
remember that Memorial Day was originally a day to remember those who gave their
lives during the Civil War. The other Veterans have their own day, and it is called
Veterans Day.) My greajreatgrandfather who died in the Civil War was buried in the
family plot, but many Civil War dead from the area had no one to remember them, and
they were btied together in a remote corner of the cemetery. The men in the Washer
family had been remembering those fallen soldiers for a number of years. They had once
discovered that a brush dump near a wooded area covered a numberfofdotign and
abandonedraves. As they cleared away some of the debris, they discovered a large area
filled with the small stone markers of those who died in the Civil War.

The cemetery in Port Jervis was a scenic triangular piece of land at the confluence of the
Delaware and Bversink rivers. Out on the rocky point where the waters met was a
beautiful sandy beach. At the end of the day we would build a cooking fire out on the
point, grill up a feast and enjoy a picnic supper before we headed home.

Truly, with the distance thamhany family members traveled, the Memorial Weekend
adventure was a pilgrimage of remembrance. We remembered those who rested in the
family plot, we met other families who did the same thing, and we remembered the
importance of remembering together, aamify, in the active present.

| wonder who does the remembering there now? Someday | would like to remember there
again. How big are the great pines now? Are the stones still in place? Is the great Washer
Family obelisk still perpendicular? Are the reapees still blooming? | know that my

mother gets there once in a great while, but who else is remembering? Do families still
have Memorial Weekend picnics out on the point? Does anyone still tend to the Civil

War graves?

The annual trip to Port Jerviswasot a fiwe must do this and
always do this or thato thing. |t was a
someone el seds expectations; it was a ma
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remembrance, whichisaffr mor e power f ul experience thar
expectations.

The gospel lesson this morning reminds us of this. There are some instructions here, yes,

but they are based on | ove, not on duty or
havxe | | oved you, 0 says Jesus. fANow remain
go and bear much fruit. These instructions cover us like rain drops in a sudden shower.

All of them flow from the greatest command

The trouble isthough, that we have our most difficulty in life with the "heart and soul"

of things.On Memorial Day we remember, first of all, those men and women from our
country who gave their lives in the defense of freedivie owe them a debt of gratitude,
but isit not it a shame that they had to be called to defend us, for love's sake, through
warfare?Is it not sad that from our nation's beginnings, and every country's origin for
that matter, men and women have failed to follow the greatest command: "Love each
other." We are proud of our fallen heroes and their sacrifices, but we are also convicted
that the way of war is not the way of love.

War is not the way of love in nations, in communities, in schools, in homes, or anywhere
else. And yet, every time wertuon the news, we are reminded that even in these times

of economic prosperity, it is so sad to be
soul 6 matters, we are so woefully poor. To
hollow.

Why is this? | think some of the causes are obvious: selfishness, envy, impatience, and
increasing intolerance demonstrated by such human behavior as road rage.

Years ago, not here in Northern lowa, | officiated at a funeral followed by a graveside

service quitea distance from the church. | usually ride in the hearse or the lead car in a
funeral procession, but | drove my own car that day so that | could return from the

cemetery on my own. The procession of cars was very long as we made our way from the
churchtot he cemetery on one o-{anelblacktapsd. Wewened | e s s ,
driving at a reasonable speed and not poking along at all, but some guy who became

stuck behind the procession got impatient and pulled out into the other lane to pass the
entireprocession. | saw him flying up the other lane in my rearview mirror, and | could

hear his motor roaring as he reached incredible speed.

As you might imagine, however, even his incredible speed and stupidity were not
sufficient to allow him to pass thatire procession before a semi appeared on the
horizon. He slowed down, blasted his horn, and without using his turn signal pulled right
in front of me.

Even ministers can get a little hot under the collar, even if the collar is a clerical collar, so
| returned a horn blast, to which he responded with an obscene gesture. When the truck
cleared, the guy floored it again and screeched out into the other lane to pass the rest of



us When | remember that day, I remember thin
than you think, youbére going to be in one of
There are things we do fifor | ovebs sake. 0 Whe
jeopardy.

Why do we sometimes fail to love one another? Because we forget! We forget to put

Chr i st @® action in dus lives. We forget to think about others and their well

being. We forget the painful lessons of the past. We forget the mistakes we have made.
Or, like many politicians, we revise our past, and rework it into something more

palatable. Inkead of admitting our shortcomings, we conveniently forget the less

desirable parts of our growing up, or cover them up. In forgetting what the past can teach
us, however, we condemn ourselves to repeating behavior that causes all kinds of damage
to othersand ourselves.

There is more. We also dare not forget the good times. My story about my youthful
memories of the Port Jervis cemetery is a simple reminder to me to remember the lessons
of my elders, to rekindle the spirit of what it means to remembettieg and to renew

my hopes and dreams by remembering my forebears and their precious memories.

Hopefully, when we decorate the graves this weekend, we all will remember the giving of
those whom we honor, and we will also remember the rich traditiooaafrggss that has
flowed on to us from them and the enriching effect it has had upon us.

Remembering is always good. And remembering to remember is always a blessing.

*

Trinity Sunday
Date: 18 June 2000

Trinity Sunday is unique. Whereas all other chutelebrations denote events in the

history of the Christian faith, this Sunday denotes a doctrine rather than an event. Why?
Why not! Surely we are here today because of our realization of the blessings derived
from the Father and the Son and the Holyigpi

We know the language when we talk about the Trinity, but do we know what it means?
Imagine two groups of children on a field trip walking through lowa woodland. One
group is from Riceville or Nashua, and the other is from a large metropolitasayea,
Chicago. As they make their way through a large woods of maples, elms, cedars, pines
and oaks, which group will be more observant?

On first thought, you might suspect that the children from the city would be more
observant since their experience wbbk new and unfamiliar to them. After all, forests
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are rarely encountered within cities like Chicago. (We might also admit at this point that
there are no major forests in lowa.) Yet, when it would come to noticing specific items in
the woods, my moneyould be on the children from our communities. Why? Because
they live in an environment where certain terms are a part of their everyday experience,
and this alone would make them more aware of certain things they would encounter on
their hike through a wods. Scholars refer to this as a linguistic univdrsether words,

the visiting children live in a world of language just as we do. And because certain words
exist in their language, certain objects exist in their world.

For instance, a sevgrearold whose father is interested in lowa wild life will readily

recognize a tree or sapling where a buck has caused damage to the bark. That child will
point this out to a classmate and say, #fLo
without a relativavho spends time in the country, would most likely walk by the buck

rub without noticing it.

Another child, whose grandmother collects hickory nuts for use in baking will likewise
notice the distinctive appearance of the hickory trees because, in heoiviathguage,
she has heard the name of that tB&leagbark Hickory Without that name, the presence
of hickory trees, even with their highly distinctive bark, might go unnoticed.

Some writers suggest that the same applies to our experience of Gddsslwe speak

about God, the less we notice God. Furthermore, without the distinctive name of the Holy
Trinity, not only would we not notice God, we would also fail to notice distinctive

gualities of God.

The story about the children in the woods, thenesfcan help us realize that the way we
speak about God will affect how and where we recognize the presence of God in our
world. That is the good news. There is also some bad news concerning the
aforementioned human behavior. It can also imply, in areAtiéVonderland sort of
way, that whatever weame assod will meanGod and we can choose whatever names
we wish for God.

But sometimes names are given, not chosen. Many of you here know that some German
family names originally denoted, not a family ofgim, but a place of origin. That is true

of many family names. My family name, Mowbray, has been a family name in England
since the eleventh century. It is, however, derived from a Norman name, de Montbrai,
which denoted a place of origin in northern F@an

It may seem a bit odd to many of us today, but we continue to have a reflection of this in
rural areas like ours. We have our own way of conveying a sense of location through the
names we attach to people or things. A farm will often be referrasl let's say, the
Mowbray place, long after its ownership has passed to other families.

Just this past week, Mary and | stopped to chat with a retired couple from the other side
of town, and the womandés husbanmetwddis| ar ed



wi fe assured him that he had met wus. nYo
the Chenoweth house on Lexington. o

Names not only help us recognize the existence of certain things in our world (like the
hickory trees in the woods), thegin also denote a type of location.

Today we honor the Holy Trinity, by name. This not only helps us recognize God's
presence, but also gives us a sense of location as we say, in relation to God the Father,
"Look, here is God's presence in the marvelSm@fation!" And in relation to our

knowl edge of Godés Son, AWow, here is Go
redemption! o And in relation to the pre
in our Church, "Look at nmeoiléve™ Spirit at

These are the places, in a sense, from which the names Father, Son and Holy Spirit
originate.

PASTORAL PRAYER

Lord God, Creator of all the wonders that make up this world, forgive us for treating our
part of the world as a commodity to bsed rather than a gift to be cherished. Forgive our
failure to care for and protect this lovely land, its oceans, rivers and lakes, and the air that
we breathe each day.

God, our Redeemer, forgive us when we fail to live out Jesus' commandment todove o
another as he loves us. Forgive us when we betray the truth of the gospel through our lack
of integrity and our abuse of ethical and moral principles.

God, Creator, Redeemer, and kgfving Spirit, fill us anew with your creative power
that we may beeborn in your image, glorifying you in and through who we are and what
we do and say in Jesus' name. Amen.

OFFERTORY RAYER

Holy God, we offer these gifts and our lives in thankfulness for all you have done and are
doing in our lives. This we pray in des name. Amen

*

Proper 5
Date: 08 June 1997
Titl e: AFresh Perceptionso

Text: Mark 3:2035
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Has anyone ever thought that you were mad? And | don't mean angry, | mean nuts, crazy,
wacky? Well, if you have not had that privilege and distinct honor, pey@phave not
cut sharply and deeply enough to make a lasting impression on other people.

In many ways, "he is mad" has been an ultimate tribute in Christian history to those who
served not two masters, but One. The Apostle Paul seems to have theuBistidg

Service Medal in this department. Do you recall in the book of Acts, where Festus yells
out, "Paul, you're crazy!" And some Christians have had that impression of preachers
ever since.

Christian history is full of whackos. Francis of Assisi preaduethe birds, and since that
time preaching has often been for the birds. Francis talked to animals. His colleagues
thought he was mad. One Christmas Eve, instead of preparing for the high mass, he
gathered animals in an old shed, with people dressstepherds, and a father and a
mother, and a little baby lying in a manger, to celebrate the humanity of Jesus. No one
had ever done that before on Christmas Eve. Francis was nuts. Since then, however,
Christmas has hardly seemed authentic without a ceaETe.

There is so much | would like to deal with in each of the lessons this morning, especially
the gospel. In the gospel alone, we have the madness of Jesus. We have the vast subject
of good and evil with the intense question, how can one accomplisheguls by evil

means. We have the house divided against itself. And we have one of the most difficult
problems to deal withthe words, "Whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit will

never be forgiven; he is guilty of an eternal sin."

Oh, Lord, is theg such a thing as an unforgivable sin?

And then there is the whole matter of Jesu
his mother, and brother and sister.

Where are we going to start and where will we end with this lesson? That was a question
| asked myself all week.

One thing | always enjoy doing with a scripture passage is to look at the literature. In this
passage, Mark uses a literary technique known as intercalation. To put it very simply, the
passage is a sandwich. Mark starts one stodytlam tells another story before

completing the original story. Arranged this way, the two stories complement and
comment upon each other achieving more force than each story could if it had been told
separately or in tandem.

So, let us consider the shmich. Between the slices of bread is a bunch of stuff, but we
begin with the concern of Jesusd family ab
bunch of false accusations to a new understanding of familgmily of God. We know

that Jesus was very deed to his natural family. But true family affection, says Jesus,

should be an incentive and support of service in a larger realm, and not a substitute for it.

A family should be a harbor from which a ship leaves to sail the seas, not a dock where it
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tiesup and rots. God's compelling priorities demand a wider perception of family. The
great values of home, of love, and of community must be carried out into a larger,
complete circle. And we could conclude with that insight right here.

| don't think we neetb dwell on the particulars of this story. For one thing, there are too
many to deal with in one sermon. So, let's make a different approach.

All of the lessons today, deal with one underlying theme: the common concern about
what it means to be preparfat God's ongoing action in the world and how to be ready
to encounter change as God's gift. In the early nineteenth century, Cardinal Newman
wrote, "To live is to change, and to be perfect is to have changed often."

These words are good for us this magjibecause they do not celebrate change for the
sake of change, but, rather, they celebrate the process of development, and growth, and
evolution that is at the heart of God's dealing with the universe.

This morning we are not dealing with a doctrinenalvitable progress. Instead, we are
affirming our faith in a God whose intentions are often radically changed. God's ways are
not our ways. God's thoughts are not our thoughts.

The radical new teachings of Jesus attracted great attention, and not eweagon

favorably impressed. Rumor had it that he was mad. And we may assume that it was
because of the rumor that Jesusodo family went
thought he was nuts. His family, like many who encountered Jesus, were ready to t

charge of him, totally unaware that he just might be revealing to them the very will of

God for their own lives.

This story might come as a sobering reminder to persons who take comfort in a close
relationship with Jesus, that our past associatiotis Jeisus are not a guarantee of a
proper present performance in relation to God's will.

Our message this morning is precisely-tigt we, as Christians, must always be ready

to follow in startling new directions as disciples of our Lord, and we must @ssume

that our past experiences and our knowledge mean that we have a correct understanding
of new revelations of God's will.

With this radical understanding, which caused people to think that Jesus was mad, some
favorite Christian questions, such 'ddave you been saved," and "Have you been born
again,” go right out the window. They, as they deal only with the past, are totally
irrelevant to the startling new directions we are to follow as disciples of Jesus Christ.

Wow, doesn't that sound radical!
When we look at this sandwich, however, the message is clear. When Christians become

at home with their religious assumptions, when they become convinced that they know
who God is and what God is all about in this world, they face the danger of being
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incapable of fresh perceptions of God's new directions in their midst. This has happened
in many a congregation, and it is always very sad.

Sick religion is worse than no religion at all. The final scene in our gospel lesson clarifies
the total situation. Gr past experiences, our past associations, our knowledge, are not the
basis for our relationship to God; rather, we are aligned with God as we respond presently
to God's work in the herandnow.

Charles Wesley captured this truth in one of his hymns:

Behold the servant of the Lord!

| wait thy guiding eye to feel,

To hear and keep thy every word,
To prove and do thy perfect will,
Joyful from my own works to cease,
Glad to fulfill all righteousness.

Me if thy grace vouchsafe to use,
Meanest of all theyreatures, me,

The deed, the time, the manner choose;
Let all my fruit be found of thee;

Let all my works in thee be wrought,

By thee to full perfection brought.

And the third verse is my favorite:

My every weak though good design
O'errule or change, asams thee meet;
Jesus, let all my work be thine!

Thy work, O Lord, is all complete,
And pleasing in thy Father's sight;
Thou only hast done all things right.
Here then to thee thine own | leave;
Mould as thou wilt thy passive clay;
But let me all thy stampeceive,

But let me all thy words obey,
Serve with a single heart and eye,
And to thy glory live and die.

AMEN.
INTRODUCTIONS TO THE SCRIPTURES

SAMUEL 8:1-11, 1620: The first lesson is a story of Israel's request for a king. It comes
from a period thiamarks the transition from tribal Israel to the pragmatic age of kings.
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The central message is that the practical exercise of power in our everyday communities
is always less than ideal, and, therefore, must be critically evaluated.

Psalm 138 is a thangiwing psalm. The personal language of trust throughout the psalm
provides a safeguard against the danger of giving up our ideals for pragmatic solutions to
problems.

[I. CORINTHIANS 4:135:1: In the second lesson, the Apostle Paul is replying to
opponens of his work, by expressing his confidence in the character of his work and
stating the content of his message.

MARK 3:20-35: In the gospel lesson, Jesus comes under fire from critics of his ministry.
As in the second lesson, the issue at the heareafdhtroversy is the nature and origin

of spiritual power. Paul and Mark deal with the issue differently, but the main theme in
both lessons is the declaration that divine power is really God's own power.

*

Proper 6

Date: 15 June 1997

Title: Aiwmamh@® Happ
Text: Mark 4:2634

This morning, the gospel lesson presents two wonderful, aneka@in parables. "This
is what the kingdom of God is like," said Jesus.

What is the kingdom of God? Where is it and what is it?

These are questions people askaigand are similar to the questions people asked in
Jesusod day. When people asked Jesus such
asking the wrong questions, and he did not answer them. He seems to deliberately avoid
speaking directly about the kidgm and, instead, tells a story. So, what is his point?

In the first parable about the seed growing mysteriously, is the story about the seed, or
about the farmer, or about the land? Is it about all of these elements? Is the story a
mysterious allegory biding us to think, oh, the seed must represent this, and the farmer
represents this and the land represents this?

What is happening here? Obviously, when Jesus told a parable, he deliberately avoided
speaking directly about the kingdom of God, so thalis$tisners could avoid asking

stupid questions and avoid complicated explanations about the gracious and divine
accomplishments of God.

So, what IS happening in this parable? The kingdom of God is happening!
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What are the signs of the kingdom of God? S$igas are intuitively obvious! Just, look!
Just, look at the magnificent work of God around you! Get caught up in the wonderful
work of God. Just open your eyes, and look.

The second parable is equally enticing. It is equally difficult or equally simpliie

case may be. The mustard seed is certainly NOT the smallest seed on earth, although
ancient Jews referred to it as such for the sake of storytelling. And, the mustard bush is
not very large.

Again, Jesus avoids explanation, and he avoids speaikeuglyl about the kingdom,

because this is not a botany lesson, and this is not a moral lesson. So, just consider A
(one) seed, perhaps. Just look at it. Watch it sprout and grow. Just look and consider the
wonderful work of God. Can you see God's handak? You really don't have to look

much farther then your garden.

What's happening? Just look, and watch and listen. God is continually doing things other
than what we would likely do if we were God.

For many of us, life seems to be just one thing at@ther. Or, as someone once said,

“life is what happens to us while we are making other plans.” Let's avoid this trap, says
Jesus. Forget the details. Forget the explanations. You want to know what's happening?
The kingdom of God is happening, and ib&gppening all around you if you will just get
caught up in it. The signs are very clear. And you can find them wherever you look.

*

Proper 7
Date: 22 June 1997
Title: AExtraordinary Power o

Text: Mark 4:3541

The common theme that unites all the lesstmalayis the power of God. How do you
think about the power of God? What do you think about when you think about the power
of God?

Surely, during the past two weeks most of us have had an opportunity or two to reflect
upon the power of nature. Ofterethower of God is compared to the power of nature.
During the late spring in lowa, Mother Nature and Father God often seem to get back
together after a separation of some months.

Late last Friday night, a huge storm system engulfed our community. Itd¢emame

from the northwest, but then proceeded to surroundighgning flashed from every

direction. The thunder rolled with a continuous roar, sometimes shaking everything in the
house. Of course, we turned on the weather radio, and surfed throtgh ¢channels.

We learned that we had digressed from watch to warning. The storm lasted for nearly two
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hours. And then, suddenly, it was gone, and there was the peace and calm that one can
enjoy only after a storm.

Some people are alarmed at the reactimssis had to happenings in the natural world.
Jesus often reacted to the human world with great alarm, and with emotions that
sometimes seemed out of control. To the happenings in the natural world, however,
"Peace! Be still!" is a typical example. Afterslis said these words, there was a great
calm.

Consider, if you will, the scene. Jesus was out in a boat with career fisherman, on the Sea
of Galilee. The members of the crew were experienced boat folk. Jesus was the
landlubber. Jesus had asked the fistesr to take him to the other side of the sea, which

is not much larger than what we would call a large lake.

A storm came up. Storms happen, but | etds con

Mary and Allen and | often sail on Clear Lake. Clear lake is rather high irtielevand
surrounded by low, rolling hills, therefore if the weather changes, we can see it. When |
was a child, however, | often sailed on a New England lake located in a valley between
high mountains. Storms could arrive there without early detectiachwiould have

been the case on the Sea of Galilee.

There is another aspect concerning this story that might come to our attention. | have
heard a number of sermons based on this gospel text. Nearly all of them contained
comments concerning the fact tldasus was asleep in the boat during the storm. How
could he sleep during a storm?

From my own experiences as a sailor, the best thing one can do to avoid seasickness
during a storm is to go down to the lowest part of the center of the boat and lie down.

And what about Jesusd words? fiPeace! Be cal
After all, most commands are no more than reactions. And there are, | am certain, many
times when each of us would probably like to issue such a command to the world around

by

us . NfnPeace! Be cal m! o

Consider, if you will, the world around us. Of all thecadled conveniences in your

home, how many of them create quiet and calm? The TV, the stereo, are created for
exactly the opposite. Every cooking device has an alarm. Thanithigre violent racket

of the blender, or the food processor, or the mixer. We have no devices in our bedrooms
to help us sleep, only inventions to wake us with noise. Do any of you know of a single
invention that has been created during your lifetimeréate quiet and calm?

Most of the crises we face in life are not ultimate crises. Actually, we, all of us face only

one ultimate crisis. Therefore, during most
words that can bring us real hope.
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The forces ohature are awesome, but they bring us far more good than evil. So, think, if
you will, once more about the panic of the disciples. They were the experienced
fishermen. Jesus was the landlubber.

"Peace, Be still." Were these words addressed to the stomgre these words addressed
to the fishermen who had lost faith in their own skills?

*

Proper 7

Date: 25 June 2000

Titl e: AThe Day Life Becomes A Stor mo
Text: Mark 4:3541

Each day has it's own unique moment that marks that day, but, beyond thiartcuth
throughout our lives, certain days stand out from all the others. They are special days
when something happens that has a lasting influence or profound impact upon us. They
are days of joy and excitement. They are days of wonder and adventurerd daysaof
disappointment and sorrow. And they can be days when we loose control of our lives to
the point that life itself is threatened.

During my life, there have been many such days. From childhood | yet treasure many
days of discovery.

Perhaps onefany earliest discoveries that helped me gain some control in my life was
the day Clyde Wickham Gracen the Third moved to town. We were both five years old,
in first grade, and much smaller than the rest of the kids who were as much as a year
older and gear bigger then we were. The real time of terror was recess after lunch when
the older kids bullied all the first graders. In my case, | was small enough to be bullied by
my own classmates.

Then along came Clyde Wickham Gracen the Third, Wicky for siMegtbecame instant
friends, and without going into detail let me just say that by the end of recess that day, we
were inseparable as playground buddies who looked out for each other. The bigger kids
learned very quickly to leave us alone.

We have days aliscovery. We also have days of triumph.

For decades, one of a teenagerodéds rites of
getting a driverds | icense. I n New Jersey,
drive. Now, if you refer to my last ilktration, you might quickly realize that | was not

able to drive until the second semester of my senior year in high school. That was painful.

All my friends had more control over their lives than | did. Most of them drove to the

Junior Prom. Well, at leag got to drive to my Senior Prom.



It seemed that | had to wait forever to turn seventeen. Then, my parents would not let me

drive alone until Il had completed Driveroés EMd
exception.

Eventually, and at long last | waséitated.

There are also days of romance. Everyday we meet new people. Some enter are lives for

a brief moment. We learn their names, but then, before the relationship can grow,

someone leaves to move to another town, or to go to a different school gecoli@

new job. Other people enter our world and the relationship grows: sometimes very

slowly, other times quite quickly. We enjoy common interests. We spend time together

and we become good friends. But then there develops a relationship that goes beyo

even friendship, when two lives step toward becoming one.

| met Mary at the first choir rehearsal | conducted at the NATO Base chapel in Iceland.

Our relationship grew. | knew when my tour of duty would be over, and the day came

when our relationshipaeded to either move to a deeper level or fade into a sad goodbye,

so | asked her, "Mary, |l 6ve been accepted at
|l cel and a few months early in order to begin
Iceland withot1 you. Will you marry me?"

She replied with an i mmediate fAYes! o6 But | kn

it meant leaving her webstablished career as a teacher in overseas schools.

There have been days when life became a discovery. Therbdmvelays when life
became a triumph. And there have been days when life became a romantic moment.
These are happy days and days that have had a lasting impact upon my life.

There are also other days that are more difficult to remember. They have owdthred
striking similarity to the other days. They have come unexpectedly. They have come
during the regular routine of life, but they brought tragedy and turmoil.

How many of us here this morning have gone to a physician with a minor ailment only to
havethe physician discover a far more serious health problem?

Life has its surprise storms for which we are never really prepared.

Why God? How could this happen? Why did this happen now?

| normally do not like surprises, unless, of course, it is the unpated generosity of a
relative or friend. | appreciate knowing what will happen from day to day so that | can
plan accordingly. The feeling of control provides me with a certain level of comfort and

security. | chart my daily activities carefully butnsetimes, despite all my efforts, | am
unable to foresee the coming of a storm. So it was with Jesus and his disciples.
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Mar k writes, "That day when evening cameée.
began just like any other day. There was nothirdjgtnguish that day from any other

day. There was also no indication on the horizon that a storm was brewing. Mountains
surround the Sea of Galilee. Distant storms can be concealed from view and can strike
with sudden and violent force, but there weresigms that one was forming.

| can remember sailing on Lake Dunmore in Vermont. My family spent part of every
summer there and one of my favorite activities was sailing. The lake is in a long valley
surrounded by two ranges of the Green Mountains. Stoasily surprised us. My

brother and | and other sailing companions were often caught by a surprise storm and had
to follow the fslemyf apoerrtd si mmdaviscteor m! , 6 and
on the lee shore, secure the boat and seek shelteg.&feMv cabin owners met us under

those circumstances during those years. We were experienced sailors, but we also knew
our limits and the limits of our boat and we knew better than to take any chances with
lightning.

The storms of life can overwhelm ame.

When the disciples pushed off from shore that day, experienced fishermen were manning
those boats. Mark records that other boats were on the lake that day besides the one Jesus
was in. The fishermen had ample experience dealing with the uncertahrenea

Galilee. They had weathered many storms and survived. They knew how to read the

signs. They knew they had to keep one eye on their nets and one eye on the horizon, but
they were still unprepared. Their skills had been refined under challenginmstences,

but despite their best efforts, they could not prevent their boat from filling with water and
nearly sinking. Worst of all, their exhausted spiritual leader was fast asleep.

| believe we can empathize with the fishermen: When we need God tie@oal most

likely appears to be asleep. Yet the reality in this story is that Jesus was in the boat. The
disciples only needed to call upon him to awaken him. He was there waiting to hear their
voice.

When the storm swept over the disciples, they pawicad lost control. When Jesus
awoke, his presence had a calming effect and they were able to regain their composure
and they battled the gal€hey handled the impossible situation with courage and
confidence.

But Mark wants us to know that somethingah more than this happened that day. Jesus
did not speak to the disciples. He addressed the wind. The word of rebuke was the same
word that he previously used to drive out a demon. Mark appears to be telling us that
even when there is the presence of evihe storm, the power of God is able to deliver

the believer.

You see, Jesus calmed the hearts of those men by calming the fury of the gale.



As | reflect upon this, | realize that the experience of the fishermen was not unlike my
experience in firstigude; | was glad to meet Wicky and have a new friend, but my heart
was not calmed until the fury of the playground was calmed.

The storms of life may threaten us. There will be days when they seem to overwhelm us.
But Christ has taken the fury out of thath Therefore, we can live each and every day
by faith. We will not panic. We will not loose control. Our God is yet able to deliver us.

PASTORAL PRAYER

Merciful God, we share the conviction of the Psalmist that you are our stronghold in

times of trouke and we rejoice over the evidence of such care for us and for all people

that we experience in Christ Jesus. Yet, we confess how easily we identify with the fear

of the disciples when they were caught in the storm; like them, our faith falters and our
arxiety levels soar when life becomes too turbulent for us. Time and again, the stresses of
living and working and learning threaten to swamp us. Our lives sometimes feel as

though they are spinning out of control with worries over health, relationshipscés,

and the state of the world.... We forget that Jesus is in our midst, calming our fears and
strengthening us especially when we feel most vulnerable and fearful and weak.

Gracious God, forgive us all our fears and weaknesses, we pray. Renew @it estre
our faith in the living Christ so that we can live empowered by his presence. This we pray
in Jesus' name. Amen.

OFFERTORY PRAYER

We dedicate these gifts and our lives to you, O God, in thanksgiving for your great gift of
your son, Jesus, througthom we know an inner peace, which is beyond our human
understanding. Strengthen and empower us with your Holy Spirit to be bearers of this
peace wherever we go. This we pray in Jesus' name. Amen.

*

Proper 8
Date: 02 July 2000
Titl e: AHealainmg SaWhalteonads

Text: Mark 5:2145

Todayodés gospel |l esson is a story within a sto
deal with touching. For the sake of simplicity, | would like to concentrate on the story

within the story this morning the stoy of a woman who was healed when she touched

Jesusd cl ot hes.

Who was this person who touched Jesus? Was she a person of faith? Probably not! Was

she superstitious? Obviously! She had heard about Jesus, and came up behind him in the
crowd and touchedhidcoak. Jesusd reacted naturally and ¢
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His disciples said to him, "You see the crowd pressing in on you; how can you say, 'Who
touched me?" {32}

He looked all around to see who had done it. {33} But the woman, knowing what had
happeed to her, came in fear and trembling, fell down before him, and told him the

whole truth. {34} He said to her, "Daughter, your faith has made you well; go in peace,

and be healed of your disease." (Mark 53&). She might have been superstitious before

she met Jesus, but now she was not, because she realized what had happened to her as a
result of her action.

According to the law of her day, she was not allowed to be out in public. It was certainly
against the law of her time for her to touch anyonet @lthnot matter to Jesus, and,

obviously, that did not matter to the woman. Jesus used the same words with the woman
as he used with other healed persons. There is however the interesting reversal of the
direction of the action in this healing story. Maimjes Jesus touched others. Here,

another person touches Jesus. The initiation of the healing process is backwards, but it
works anyway. Her faith made her well. Her faith, as shallow as it was, saved her. She,

like all the others who were healed, wenpeace and she was healed. As the old King
James Bible put it, she was fAmade whol e. 0

How strange it is that Jesusd healing touc
reverse as in drive!

Touch is so important in healing, and yet how sensitive manyi@aopto touch. Back

in the 1960s and early 1970s there was a great deal of touching and hugging going on.

Close community ties and a strong sense of togetherness marked the peace movement.
AMake | ove, not war, 0 was aretbuahyfeelytimee chant
in more ways than one.

The past two decades have nearly seen an end to touching. If a secretary is touched by her
boss, she might file a sexual harassment charge against her boss. Teachers are told again
and again not to touch theitudents. There are good reasons for this, but when it comes

to the point that a kindergarten teacher ¢
birthday, something is wrong.

Then, again, how do we respond to the hugs of others? If a close friendgaésig,
that is OK, but it is usually not OK for just anybody to do so.

| recall a woman from a neighboring church who frequently visited the church | was
serving. My congregation was very formal in its worship. Her church had a large number
of A hpegplg,yamd every time she visited our church she greeted me after the
worship service by throwing her arms around me and giving me a big hug. The members
of my congregation stood in shock, and | am certain that | probably turned beet red. | am
not a persn who shies away from touching others. I often hold the hand of someone | am
praying with. | am prone to pat a person on the shoulder for work well done. | am pretty
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good at hugging when | think hugging is appropriate. But for someone with whom | have
only a casual, marginal relationship, an overteatibracing, very close hug that nearly
pushes me over can be rather uncomfortable.

Remember the bumper stickers of years ago tha
today?0 | often t hoeargshtt hwehte nt He ys aswh a thlodk er esad ,c
someone who needs a hug today?0 That moves us
sense.

Hugs and touchings of any kind, seem so out of place today in our litigious society, and
yet, if the touching stops, we tuask ourselves if the healing will also stopthe
wholeness will also stopif the faith will also stop, and if we will no longer be able to

find a way to go forth into this world in peace.

Healing, restoration, wholeness, both physical and saiyiédi are contained in the
meaning of the words that Jesus spoke that day, but probably none of the above would
have marked that day if someone had not reached out and touched someone else.

Last week we heard about Jesus quieting the storm. We alledeba fact that the

hearts and minds of the disciples were not calmed until the storm was calmed. But no

calm would have come to anyone if the discipl
woke him up, saying, O6Lor dnotgoademughferl We are p
them to wait for Jesus to touch them; they needed to touch Jesus.

There are many times in our lives when we wait and wait and wait for God to act, when

we wait and wait for the living Christ to break into our lives and save us, whexpect

the healing presence of Goddés Spirit to conne
Why? Perhaps, it is because God is waiting for us to take the initiative, for us to act, for

us to reach out and touch someone.

Proper 10
Date: 13 July 1997
Title: Alntimate Comprehensiono

Text: Ephesians 1:34

Of all Paul's writingsmy favorite is his encyclical, or circular letter to the Christians in
Ephesus. It is known as Paul's most sublime writing, which is an interesting comment,
because some &faul's writing is anything but sublime. Instead of Paul's usual, complex
mumbo jumbo, we here have a brief, concise, and gracious letter.

We begin with a thanksgiving for blessings, which is our lesson today. In the New

International Version, whichwehav i n our church pews, we begin
the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in the heavenly realms
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with every spiritual blessing in Christ. For he chose us in him before the creation of the
world to be holyand blamels s i n his sight. o

The New Revised Standard Version begins,
Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly
places, just as he chose us in Christ before the foundattbe wforld to be holy and

bl amel ess before him in | ove.o

These are happy words. "Praise God from whom all blessings flow," the familiar words
of the doxology we sing each Sunday might be a good summary of Paul's message here.

"Praise be to God," "Blessé&# God," "Bless God," all these are words used in different
translations of this sublime doxology in praise of the works of God which are simply too
good to be true. "Praise." "Blessing." Where we find the one we can also usually read the
other.

Paul's mesage is clear, basic and brief. God has worked in and through Jesus Christ in
order to "bless" believers. So, praise God! And, blessed be God!

Of course, this is something basic that we celebrate every Sunday morning, and | say
basic, because Paul's thang here is universal, not specific. So many Christians treat

Paul's words as if the Christian message is only one addressed to those who are saved. It
is important to note here, that this author is not interested in defining who is saved and
who is not,or who is chosen and why or who is not chosen and why not. The message
here is far more basic. It is, simply, that God works graciously through Christ for the
benefit of all people.

The good news here is inclusive because it is not good news abous g&atl news

about God. Take, for instance, the way some Christians use the phrase, "in Christ," as if
to relate to being "in Christ" is to relate to membership in a mystical club. There is

nothing mystical going on here. Instead, the plain sense ofttrasgis spatial. To be "in
Christ" can mean simply to be "in church.” We are "in Christ,” we are members of a
church, because of something God did, not because of something we did. It is God who
works graciously through Christ for our benefit. This issmnething we do, but

something God does. You see, writes Paul, the gospel message has meaning for us, but it
is not about us; it is about God.

| often think Christians miss this point, and that is why | am pounding you with it this
morning.

When Christans become worried about who is chosen and why, they have clearly missed
the main point of the gospel. It is as if they had studied the faith as they might study
arithmetic, which, in grammar school, traditionally starts with addition. What is the

object d adding one number to another? Is it merely the adding itself, and the endless
process of adding one number after another? No, because there needs to be an end,
somewherethe sum. The sum is the end to which the adding process is directed.
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Without an ed, we face the problem Shakespeare wrote about in Macbeth:

To-morrow, and temorrow, and temorrow,
Creeps in this petty pace from day to day,
...itis atale

Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury,
Signifying nothing.

Our lesson this morning appliesa larger scene.

As the small land rover creeps over the surface of Mars, tasting rocks, sending back
spellbinding pictures, we might ask ourselves as we have probably asked ourselves many
ti mes, ACan we find meaning in the universe?o0

Whatisthe"endand t he Asumo of Paul 6s message? What
precisely this: The kingdom of God, of our Lord's teaching. That is the sum. That is the
goal. That is the joy, the hope, and the awareness: that is the richness of God's grace.

Thereforef Bl essed be the God and Father of our Lor
in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, just as he chose us in Christ
before the foundation of the world to be holy

Amen
*
Proper 11
Date: 20 July 1997
Titl e: AFirst Principleso

Text: Il. Samuel 7:114

At the end of rocky point of land above a small cove, on the southern shore of Iceland,
there is a beautiful little church called Sjoman's Kirkja, The Sailor's Chuapabtor

has ever been assigned there. No congregation has worshipped there on a regular basis.
The building has been the site of an occasional wedding, or funeral, but nothing more.

The lovely little building in its pristine setting exists as a testinmortirle honor and glory

of God by the skipper of a fishing boat, who, one stormy night, when his prayers to Thor
seemed to be in vain, prayed instead to the Christian God. "God of the Lord Jesus Christ,
if you save me and my crew from the tempest | willdbyou a church." Through the
darkness, a light appeared on the shore. The skipper followed the light, but as the ship
drew nearer and nearer to the rocky shore, pounded by monstrous waves, his hopes were
dashed. Suddenly, the small ship was swept ia@#dim waters of a small cove, in the

lee of a rocky point, where the boat's crew safely beached their craft. After offering
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prayers of thanks for their deliverance, they fell asleep on the shore. When the captain
awoke the next morning, there was nothamgl no one anywhere in sight that could have
been a source of light the night before. Soon after, with the profits from his catch, the
skipper returned to the rocky point to build a church, as he had promised.

| am sure we can understand the sincere eéle$ithe Icelandic captain. | am also certain

that we understand David's sincere desire to advance the cause of true religion and honor
the glory of God by building a temple. In both cases, that which is honestly meant to be a
means to the more effectiveorship of God degenerates into becoming an end in itself,

and the devotion which should be given to God alone, becomes attached to the
maintenance and preservation of the hallowed structure

The images of the Temple, in both the Old Testament lesson #mellesson from

Ephesians, portray the temple as the work of God, not of human hands. We realize this as
we learn that the temple built by Solomon did not endure, being the work of human

hands. The Apostle Paul wrote about another kind of terapleut peple becoming a

temple, and the son of David, Jesus Christ, being the cornerstone.

This should remind us that the New Testament word for "church," "ecclesia," means,
"assembly," not "building."

Paul, with his emphasis on the apostles and prophetsusdiksck to the first principles
of our faith, to the understanding that the Church is a historically conditioned institution
that emerged from objective, articulated historical events involving real people.

We who worship here, who care for this buildisgrely have a sincere desire to advance
the cause of our religion and to honor the glory of God. But, as we look around at this
well-maintained and sturdy structure, we might also remember the words of the Apostle
Paul, and the sincere desire of King avihe availability of God is not limited to the
confines of a building. God is available in every changing circumstance for every human
need. God is ever striking his tent and moving on up ahead of us to a new location in
history.

Just as this building &s built and then rebuilt after the town burned, "to the glory of

God," as a properly erected temple, so to speak, we who worship here each week need to
keep it in the category of an "upper room, furnished," where we commune with God, and
from which, havig "sung a hymn,"” we go out to preach the gospel, and minister to the
needs of God's people, and follow Christ across the frontiers of the future.

*

Proper 11
Date: 23 July 2000
Medi tati on: AWest o

Text: Mark 6:3034, 5356
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ACome with me abygyuyceur spdlawees athad get some rest.

An old lady opened her refrigerator and saw a cartoon rabbit sitting on one of the shelves.

AWhat are you doing in there?0 she asked.

The rabbit replied: AThis wef wiispeit?d'ai t or i s a
To which the old | ady answered, fAYes. 0
AWell , o0 the rabbit said, Al " m westing."

This is Awestingo season. For most of wus, sum

usual routine. Many Americans take a vacation during this season. Friends of ou

Nashua have gone to Colorado, Montana, Canada, Minnesota, Wisconsin, and Michigan

on vacations. Some went to Los Vegas, Arkansa
guess It wasndédt hot enough here.

DO YOU THINK Jesus ever took a vacation? The gbsgsson this morning indicates
that he did. He at least called his disciples to a quiet place.

| can relate to this. After three hot weeks of work on our house in Nashua, plus the noise
of construction next door as our neighbors are having a hugectirgarage built, it was

so delightful to bring our camper up here to Lake Hendricks on Monday morning, and
stay here for three whole days of piece and quiet. Mary and | so enjoyed the time here
and the opportunity to visit with some of you.

| remember wht vacation meant to my family as | was growing up; it was something we

al |l |l ooked forward to all year |l ong. AVacati o
families today. The fact is that most of us Americans do not vacation very well, although

we loveto fantasize about it. How many of you have gone on vacation this summer?

How many of you doubt that you will? The plain truth is that we are uncomfortable with

Ati me off. o6 Whether we are in the work force
personal lies, and most of us can count on one hand the number of vacations our

families have taken together that lasted more than one week

Why is there this reluctance on our part? Partly it is the way we have been reared. But it
is not just we who are still workinat jobs who have difficulty with rest. Retired people
too are sometimes reluctant to get away.

We do not vacation well because we consider rest an indulgence. Too many of us
consider it as something we do not really deserve. We do not want anybouik tweh

are lazy.

One day, Jesus insisted that his disciples take some time off. They needed a rest. They
needed a place to relax. He was not encouraging them to be lazy; rather he was
encouraging them to find some peace in the company of the Lord.

So, talay, or tomorrow, or in the weeks ahead, while you can,
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Take time to LAUGH, it is the music of the soul.

Take time to THINK, it is the source of power.

Take time to PLAY, it is the source of perpetual youth.

Take time to READ, it is the foundation of wed.

Take time to PRAY, it is the greatest power on earth.

Take time to LOVE AND BE LOVED, it is a Gediven privilege.
Take time to be FRIENDLY, it is the road to happiness.

Take time to GIVE, it is too short a day to be selfish.

Take time to WORK, it ishte price of success.

Take time for GOD, it is the way of life

And remember that the Christ who modeled rest not by a trip to Disney World but by a
boat ride to a deserted place, which led to a picnic with leftovers of blessings, wants you
to rest easy taght.

Prayer:

Heavenly Father, you have called us to follow you, not run ahead of you. Teach us to
balance our lives, so that we might be whole in body, mind and spirit. Help us to know
when to run the race, when to walk with you, and when to simpltilbansl know that

you are God. Deepen both our knowledge of you, and our love for you. Through Christ
our Lord we pray. Amen.

Proper 12

Date: 27 July 1997

Title: AThe Authority of Jesusbo
Text: John 6:1&1 (1-:21)

John, Mark and Matthew obviously eraipon the same tradition when they tell the story
about crossing the Sea of Galilee, also known as the Sea of Tiberius, to Capernaum. In
many ways, John's version is the most perplexing. The words, "by now it was dark," are
strange and differ from the a@haccounts. Also strange are the words, "immediately the
boat reached the shore where they were heading." These two mysterious announcements
are not explained, and therefore leave our wild imaginations open to speculation.

It is not my purpose, this mdng, however, to denystify this story. If anything, | would
like to leave you suitably mystified so that you might read also the parallel accounts in
Mark and Matthew and come to your own conclusions.

Over the years | have become more perplexed abautetkti from the preaching | have
heard than from the text itself. Some preachers have tried to explain the science of the
story, only to explain away the power of this narrative. Other preachers | have heard have



said something like, "Well, | don't know wther he walked on the water or not, but | do
know that Jesus came to me in the struggles of my life.” That, too, sells short the
profundity of this story.

THIS IS A STORY ABOUT THE AUTHORITY OF JESUS. Jesus deals with the
intentions of the crowd. He leas them. He exercises authority over the elements of
nature and he speaks with confidence and power to the disciples. That is basically what
he does.

And what happens? What is the biggest thing that happens? Is it Jesus walking on water?
No! The truth otthe matter is, that if we take the original Greek words in John that are
translated "walking on water," they can simply mean "by the water." The original means,
simply, "by the sea." These words are translated "out on the sea," only because, in Mark's
accaunt, the boat is placed clearly in the middle of the sea.

As far as the "science" of this story is concerned, truthfully, | think the jokes based upon
it are as meaningful as any interpretation | have read. | am certain that all of you here this
morning tave heard some form of this story:

One day, a Catholic Priest, a Congregational Minister and a Jewish Rabbi went fishing.
They got in their boat, and set off across the lake. When they had rowed some distance,
they paused to try their luck. After sevetaktings, the priest snagged his line. He

stepped out of the boat, walked a ways on the watesnagged the line, returned to the
boat, and resumed fishing. Soon after, the Congregational minister snagged his line. He
stepped out of the boat, walked aywan the water, usnagged his line, returned to the
boat, and resumed fishing. Later the rabbi snagged his line. He stepped out of the boat
and immediately sank out of sight. When the rabbi resurfaced, cursing his companions,
the Congregational ministézoked at the priest and asked, "Should we show him where
the rocks are?"

This humorous refection on the Biblical story, avoids getting into the science of the
Biblical story, but | am even more fond of several variations of this joke. From the early
yeass of President Clinton's presidency a wonderful story emerged, reflecting upon the
president's earnest efforts and the constant negative reporting of the press.

One day, the Pope called President Clinton to invite the president to Italy so that the two
men might solve all the world's problems. The President accepted the Pope's invitation,
flew to Italy, and the two met at a beautiful villa on the shores of a scenic lake in northern
Italy. They sat down together in a large, ornate room in the villa anah bedjat all of

the world's problems and solve each of them one by one.

Soon the room became very crowded and stuffy, as people gathered to watch the two
solve all of the worl dds problems. The two
suggested to thRope that, since it was such a beautiful day, perhaps they should go

outside where they could continue their discussion with less distraction. On the villa's
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veranda, overlooking the lake, there were two large lawn chairs into which they settled
and contimed to solve the world's problems.

Soon the crowd made its way around both sides of the villa and began pressing in upon

them. They picked up the two chairs, and moved them down the sweeping lawn toward

the lake. The growing crowd kept moving toward th#meatening to engulf them from

both sides. So the president said to the Pope, "Let's walk down to the lake shore." The

crowd followed, and grew even larger. When the president and the pope reached the

shore of the lake, they noticed a dock with a snit Itied to it. "Look," said President

Clinton to the Pope, "let's get in the boat, I'll row out to the middle of the lake and we can
finish solving the world's problems withou

As the two continued their conversation in the btbegt,wind picked up, and soon a

strong puff flipped the pope's cap off his head and blew it about a hundred feet before it
landed in the water. Clinton, impulsively, stepped out of the boat, walked over to the
sinking cap, snatched it up, walked back ® bloat, wrung it out and handed it back to

the Pope, who thanked the president for retrieving his cap. The next day, the headline of
the Washington Post read, "President can't swim."

Notice how this variation avoids getting into the science of the otigha gospel story

this morning goes way beyond what most people are prepared to believe, or are able to
understand, but do we really need to understand it? Do we really need to explain it? What
is there to explain? What is there to understand?

Of course we are asking the wrong questions. If we want to find the real miracle here, we
need to ask a different question: What happens?

First the faith and power of Jesus is contrasted to the lack of faith and the lack of power
of the disciples. Second, the cljges cower in their own reasonable sense of inadequacy.
Third, through the faith and power of Jesus, the disciples are given the courage they do
not otherwise have. The sermon tasters and the free loaders who had all enjoyed a free
lunch, swarmed afteedus to get everything they could get out of him. But they had no
idea of what was really happening.

| would not speculate on the headlines of the Capernaum papers the next day, but as the
press chased after Jesus along with the crowd from Tiberius |d wotidoubt at all, that
a headline in Tiberius the next day could have read, "Jesus can't swim."

*

Proper 12
Date: 03 August 1997
Titl e: AThe Basis of Christian Onenesso

Text: Ephesians 4:16



This morning we will consider Paul's unity theme. Paldstabout the unity of the
Church, the unity of the faith, and the church as a community. Originally, | planned to
talk about how we can test the legitimacy of our gifts in the way of our talents and
tendencies and capacities. But, as | studied thisRext,s theme of unity and oneness
seemed to be more important.

Paul's words about unity and community seem to be very direct and clear. He uses a great
many catch words that are familiar to Christians, and in so doing, he sounds familiar and
common, to tk point of comforting us more than confronting us. Therefore, let us take a
few moments to discover how confrontational these words about unity really are for

people like us.

First of all, our society believes in a rather rugged individualism. Moderiglidas

caused us to think of personality in terms of individualism for so long, that it is difficult

for us to recapture the sense of personality when applied to a corporate fact like a group

of people, such as a village, who occupy a certain geograjinézlor a family, who

occupy a certain home, or a church congregation. Contemporary history, however, is re

educating us so that we again take a corporate "spirit" and incorporate personality
seriously. The saying, isbteexamplees a vill age to

So, we might ask ourselves, AWhy is it that s
than others?0 AiWhy do twice as many high scho
school system go to college as from a neighboring school systentthioe si ze? 0 fi Why
are some congregations of Christians constantly at war while others grow and prosper in

unity and peace?o0

To use Paul's language, there are, we might say, a multitude of spirits. Spirits wield
power. They mold individual personalities. Jitake possession of individuals and

groups. They can transform rational people into beasts. They can also transform sinners
like you and me into saints. Spirits are the great creators of unity among people, whether
the unity is good or evil.

We who livein the heartland often talk about the spirit of America, and we hear others
refer to that spirit, and the image is positive. Theceurrence of terrorist bombings in
Israel, however, and the constant threat of such terrorist attacks in our own country
remind us that other people with different motives can also be united in spirit.

We hear a great deal about bringing people together to discuss their differences. If people
united and ruled by different spirits would just get together and talk aroundeaeoce

table, they will eventually be at peace. Of course, we know that just getting people
together does not work.

Should a Protestant Irish group be allowed to march through an Irish Catholic
neighborhood? Sure, some people say. There is no harm.in that
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We Americans, especially, have a problem with this. We take great pride in our right to
peaceful assembly, to the point of ignoring sometimes the fact that simply putting people
together is not going to solve the problems caused by our diversity.

All of us here this morning have certainly lived long enough to know that unity is not
achieved by simply bringing people together. In the language of the business world, "let's
have our people get together with your people,” does not usually bring about unity.
Remember when Ross Perot used that business language during one of his campaigns
the "your people, my people" language that unites the corporate world. Representatives of
Black communities and the press jumped all over Perot, accusing him of beingcerejud

and bigoted and racist. All he was doing was using the unifying language of the corporate
world, in the unifying spirit of the corporate world. But the things that unite one group

can often disrupt another group.

What then, can unite people? What gpgrcommon to all people?

Paul describes the answer in precise terms. Where Christ is, there is unity. In verses four
through six, Paul emphasizes this fact with his use of the word "one,"” some seven times:

ONE BODY...
ONE SPIRIT...
ONE HOPE...
ONE LORD...
ONE FAITH...
ONE BAPTISM...
ONE GOD...

All we need to do is to listen to the daily news and we know that our world is constantly
being called to great unifying adventures. The problem is, however, that so many people,
especially those united in sgjrconfuse unity with uniformity. If everyone would just do
everything the way we want it done, we can all live in harmony. That is a call to
uniformity, not unity. And that is why Paul described in today's lesson the great diversity
in unity and the varty of gifts that can flourish in a unified church.

Right here, this morning, there are as many gifts as there are individuals, and there are as
many personalities, but there is one body, one Spirit, one hope, one Lord, one faith, one
baptism and there @nly one God. The differences and the distinctions of human beings

do not change this.

Proper 12
Date: 06 August 2000
Titl e: AA Time to Remember o

211



Food and beverages help us remember. For instance, if | say TURKEY, what do you
remember?

PUMPKIN PIE?What do you remember and whom do you remember?

At our picnic last Sunday, one person noted that even with all the wonderful food we
shared together, something was missing: lemon poppy seed cake. Of course everyone
within earshot immediately remembered dear Ella Miles and her delicious cake.

Some time ago, on a cool, damp, cloudy afternoon, | was trying to concentrate on the
business at hand, and needed either some kind of perk, or a nap. | made a small pot of hot
tea, and poured it into a cup on a&ar, instead of into the usual mug. | added some

sugar, which | almost never add, and, because the tea was very hot, | added just a bit of
milk. | sipped it slowly as | nibbled on a cookie.

Suddenly, | recalled my great grandmother and the many timély faembers and | had

tea with her of an addcreamoinn dXfofue@ud Ihé kwao
the fanciest confections, and little sandwiches, and marzipans and chocolates and candied
fruits. As a chil d, | t hsathe grilyplacGoneath Gr and mot h
where such things were served.

| was alone that damp afternoon, but not lonely.
When you eat and drink, what and whom do you remember?

In his book,The Swann's Wayhe French novelist Marcel Proust wrote of returning

home lagé one evening on a dull winter day when he faced the prospect of a depressing
tomorrow. The maid greeted him and, seeing that he was tired, brought him a cup of hot
tea and some cake. Being both tired and depressed, he at first refused them. Only at her
insistence did he finally begin to drink the tea and eat the cake. Proust wrote that an
unexplainable delight suddenly came over him. His anxieties and troubles seemed to
vanish. Suddenly, he wrote, | had "ceased to feel mediocre, accidental and mortal."

What caused this wonderful sensation to come over him? He was at a loss to explain it.
How could a taste of tea and cake produce this feeling of peace? He drank and ate more,
but he still could not decipher the secret. The truth, he guessed, must be ihdrchse

not in what he was eating and drinking.

Proust began to search within himself. Suddenly he began to remember. His mind carried
him back to Combray, France where in childhood he visited his Aunt and she fed him
cake and hot tea. Proust had beenawed by the sight of the tea and cake but the taste

had sent shockwaves through him and reminded him of scenes long forgotten. Suddenly
he remembered the little town, the village church, the old house, the long forgotten
relatives, and the flowers in tharglen. The tea and cake had recovered for Proust the
memory and mystery of an existence long past.
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l' s it i ndeed, possi ble to hand a person

a

this and remember who you ait®9yodthismornmgt onl

that in a real sense this is what we do when we partake of the Sacrament of the Lord's
Supper. By partaking of the bread and the cup, we are seeking to recover the experience
of salvation. Like the novelist, Proust, it causes ukittktback on experiences that
happened long ago, and in remembering these experiences we begin to recover our own
sense of identity. In a haunting and mystical way the sacrament calls us to rertember
remember who we are, and to remember whose we are.

OFFERTORY PRAYER

Heavenly Father, bless these gifts and our lives offered in response to the blessings we
receive as we are nourished and fed by you with spiritual food that endures and
transforms our lives. May we bless others by being signs of youfdramsg work in

the world, sharing bread with the hungry and witnessing to our belief in you. Amen.

*

Proper 14
Date: 10 August 1997
Text: Ephesians 4:25:2

One Sunday morning, in his sermon, the Roman Catholic priest of arcibynparish
chastisedhe young men who were attending the worship service for taking guns to
school during the previous week. Another priest, who was visiting from out of town,
commented to the preacher, "the church must be doing something right, since the gun
toters were herto be chastised.”

| am quite sure that some of my colleagues in the United Church of Christ find
themselves in such positions from time to time in their urban ministries. As | read Paul's
letter to the Christians in Ephesus | realize that any pastdimchhimself very close to
some of society's most serious problems.

Paul's letter indicates that the Ephesus congregaintuded thieves, people who used
profane language, people who brawled and slandered one another and carried on like no
civilized human beings were supposed to do even two thousand years ago. Was the
church in Ephesus doing something right by accepting such people into their fellowship?
Probably not deliberately, because that is probably the only kind of people they had
available athe time.

At the time, thievery was a way of life. Even today, if you travel in the Middle East, you

will need to make sure that your credit cards and cash are safe in your money belt. If you
put a piece of luggage down, it might not be there when yoi teguck it up.
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Might a colleague of Paul's have turned to Paul one day and said, the church in Ephesus
must be doing something right: they have so manyaiffattending worship there?

As we consider the makeup of the congregation in Ephesus, gseeay rather radical.

Most churches in America give the impression that even though God's grace is free and
unmerited, it is only available to those who do not need it, which makes grace sort of like
the new tax cuts just passed by congress, which bemesily those who do not need

them. So, when and where and how do we get what we need when we need it? If God's
grace is free and unmerited, why does it seem to be most available to those who need it
the least?

| think Paul makes his point very well in s lesson, although it may be easily missed
because of the way he arranges his statements. The last verse in our lesson holds the key.
"Live a life of love." Paul is saying that Christians are to live their lives as they aspire to
live. God's grace is ailable to all. Therefore, we must live as if we know that we have
already received it.

This is consistent with what Jesus preached about the Kingdom of God: the Kingdom is
already among us. All we need to do to make the Kingdom real, is to live as if the
Kingdom of God were already here. In other words, our lives in the present are to be
accurate anticipations of the realization of the will of God. Our present lives, right now,
today, are defined by God's will for us in the future. God wants us to liter bees and

God wants that to be evident to the people around us.

We Christians, says Paul, are to be humble, yes, but not to the point of lowering the
standards of justice. So, you see, we Christians still need the Ten Commandments and all
the otherdols of the moral life of humans, because it is as forgiven sinners that we
humble ourselves, not as pickled saints. Those who follow Christ, says Paul, are to put
away their falsehoods. This is not easy, because most of us are rather secretive when it
comes to the truth.

| recall one of Eugene O'Neill's plays, in which there is a double dialogue: first the
dialogue actually spoken by the characters, and then the dialogue of the unspoken
thoughts which are held back in the hearts and minds of the speakédrthe two
dialogues do not agree. This is sort of like carrying on a polite conversation with
someone we despise, only to spend the next hour revising what was actually said into
what you would like to have said.

Paul had a great deal of keen insiigitd human nature. Christians are to be consistent in
their behavior. Every meeting with a neighbor presents an occasion for imparting grace to
those who hear what we say and see what we do. This is the will God has for us, and this
is the way God treatssutherefore we are called to respond to this love as a child should
rightly respond, by imitating God's love as a dearly loved child would automatically
imitate a loving parent.
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God's children speak the truth. They can get angry without sinning. Thi&yhmoestly.
They share with the needy. They say what is useful, and they are kind and loving to
others. If this is so straightforward and so easy to understand, why then do so many
people fail to anticipate the will of God?

My wandering thoughts thisweéke d me t o recall two of the
which was one of the favorite TV shows of my youth. All the sketches they did, ended
the same way.

The woman, holding a large handbag, would sit on a park bench. Along would come the
old man and sitéside her. He would move a little closer, she would huff and grunt and
move away from him. He would move a little closer, she would grumble and move away
again. During the process, he would usually ask her a question.

One day the old man asked, "Do yolide= in the hereafter?" He moved a little closer,

"Do you believe in the hereafter.” She let out a moan, and moved farther down the bench.
He moved closer, "Do you believe in the hereafter.” She moaned again, and moved on
down the bench. Soon the womarsved the end of the bench. The old man moves as

close as he can, and says, "Do you believe in the hereafter?"

With nowhere else to go, the woman replies, "Yes, of course."
The old man then says, "Then perhaps you know what I'm here after."

She then erglthe scene in the standard and expected way, by hitting the dirty old man
with here handbag.

God's will for our future does not depend on the hereafter; it depends upon the present. It
depends upon every meeting we have with other people, because ee#ingris an
occasion for imparting grace to those who hear what we say, and see what we do.

*

Proper 14
Date: 13 August 2000
Meditati on: fnBread | s Bread! o

Text: John 6:35, 4561

For months our gospel readings have contained references to Jesusraadi life.
Bread is also called the fistaff of |ife.o
a slice of bread, and a cup of water will keep you alive for another day.

How do we consider bread? The waoyththgthabr eado

we like to eat. How much do we eat? Science shows us that the average human being eats
sixteen times his or her weight in one year. That is a great deal of food. My brother and |
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spent a considerable amount of time around horses while weyaiang. Horses eat all
day long, but horses eat only eight times their body weight in a year.

People in Jesus6 day ate very I|little. A piece
of a dinner roll could sustain a person all day. They fed tivastock very well. They

also took very good care of their crops, because their crops fed both their livestock and

themselves.

When Jesus said, A | am the bread of |ife, o0 h
that Jesus was born in Bethlehem. Bethleheema ns | i t erally, fAhouse of
of bread. o It is surely a remarkable coincide

|l ife, 0 and called upon all of his follower

of
AfThe Town of Bread. o

Breadis bread, and we all know how bread is made. Even though | do not live in an area

where wheat is grown, | still know that bread comes from grain that grows in the wind

and the rain with a farmerdés help far from th
bdieve that bread comes from love: the love of God, the love of farmers who raise wheat

and rye, and from the | ove of bakersod hands.
baked and broken and shared and given to all persons until all have enougénand t

some. | also believe that Jesus loved bread and took it and broke it and blessed it and fed

his disciples and asked them to feed others.

Last week we blessed bread, and broke bread, and ate bread, and shared that bread with
one another. Since then, atthave you done to share that bread with others? My point is
that bread is not a piece of cake. Bread takes a lot of work. The bread of life needs
blessing and breaking and eating and sharing.

In America, most people just play with bread. They buy é@ythsually do not make it,
unless they have one of those breaaking machines. Have you ever eaten bread that
was made in a breadaking machine? | have, and it certainly was not very exciting. | do
recall enjoying great bread in a certain Italian restauiHave you ever gone to a really
great Italian restaurant? No matter how grand the entrées may be, their bread will
probably make or break your impression of the place. Bread is bread!

We all get hungry. We all know the gnawing feeling in the pit efstomach when we

go without food. We all need bread. We also know that hunger defines the feelings of

most of the human beings on the face of the earth. And what are Americans doing about

that? They are watching TV s hulgesheshowke #ASurviv
really, because we have watched only the news releases and interviews. But, just from

that perspective, how empty, how shallow, how-selitered, how purposeless can

human beings be?

Jesus offers bread to even people like that. Will theyr see it? Will they ever taste it?
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The bread | held in my hands last week, where did it come from? Somewhere, someone
grew the grain. God watered it. Humans planted it, weeded it, nurtured and harvested it
by the grace of God. Humans processed ihsjparted it, baked it, packed it, shipped it,
unloaded it, delivered it, and put it on shelves. Then somebody who made money from
some other occupation bought it, and took it home, and served it to his or her family.

Bread is bread! Whenever we lift upoaf of bread, we lift up a whole network of
humanity

Jesus said, Al am the bread of |ife. o0 Wh
yourself or others a piece of bread, why not pause to think about what your action
actually means? How will yobless it, break it, eat it, and share it?

*

Proper 15
Date: 20 August 2000
Text: Ephesians 5:180

ABe very car ef udnptastuhwesa hutab wise, making thd most ef
every opportunit-6g. 0 (Ephesians 5: 15

Mary and | took a vacatiolast year and the year before. For one reason or another, we
did not take one this year. We did not do much of anything in the way of venturing away
from home. We greatly enjoy a Story County campground near Ames, but we did not go
there, because Allenag not in Ames this summer. We were going to visit a few places

in southeastern Minnesota, but, as we were making our traveling plans, the planned
destinations had flooding, and then, of course, after the flooding come the mosquitoes.
Forget that! We weralso rather busy with work on our house, and a number of business
projects, and gardening, and the list is endless. All in all it was a good summer for us to
spend at home and close to home, at least as far as getting things done that really needed
to be abne. The only problem is, that besides a couple of very pleasant but short
overnight trips to Riceville and Lake Hendricks, we really did nothing that would qualify
as a vacation.

Now, Mary is back to school, and our regular work routines have kickedrtadkigh

gear. During the past week, | did, however, find a few extra minutes to reflect upon
Ephesians 5:16, and Paul 6s admonition to
redeeming the time around me, | think of going somewhere in our camgeerating a

day on our sailboat on Clear Lake, or anything else that can serve as an illustration of the
word fAvacation. o

Do you suppose then, that Paul meant for us to redeem even our vacation time? Of course
he did. No doubt about it. Paul is a sticKiar details like this. What the NRSV translates
in Ephesians 5:16 as "making the most of the time" is rendered more literally as, "to buy
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out , o or, fAto buy back," or "to redeem" ti me.

evil," this text conveys a see of unmistakable urgency.
Truthfully, Paul always seems to be urgent, so what else is new?

It is this sense of unmistakable urgency that troubles me as | set about "making the most
of every opportunity.” It troubles me, because | see myself, ancgargaay people like

you and me, expending a great deal of nervous energy on stuff that is not of the highest
spiritual priority. Sometimes we are terribly passionate about things that really do not
matter very much one way or the other.

On the other hand find myself disturbingly complacent about some of the most
important spiritual and social issues swirling about, and | sense that complacency in
others. At times we are almost immune to the moving of the Spirit. We may make the
most of the paycheck oetirement check we get in the mail, but we are almost
indifferent to the free gift of salvation in Jesus Christ. Why? Because the urgency is
missing and so is the desire to make the most of the time we have in celebrating and
sharing the Gospel in word added. The sense of urgency is missing.

One day, weeks ago, | saw a church sign that
Now there is a sense of expectancy! | think that is pretty good, and you might just see

those words out on our church sigmealay. (repeat) That is very close to what Paul was

saying to the Ephesians. One way to do that is to "redeem" the time in which you are

living, to make the most of it, to "buy it back" from those who would squander it in

selfish living.

Clarence JordanGotton Patch Version of Paul's Epistles lays this out with an earthy
Southern accent: "Take extra care, then, how you ingd like nitwits but like wits. Use

your time as though you had to buy it, because there's a lot of wickedness around these
days."The urgency returns with that phrase, "use your time as though you had to buy it".

Time is a gift, a precious gift that is to be savored and shared whether it is filled with
significant production or not. If you did not buy it, then someone else sudely d

For far too long | have considered time more as a vacuum to fill up with good works than

a gift to be savored. Have you ever felt that

excessive business any more than it is on excessive laziness. His emptasid,

seems to center around our need to redeem the time around us by responding to the
opportunities we have each day to build Godod
time, it is about what onékngitomioppd i @ami wires eod
those real, recurrent opportunities we have for ministry that often come at extremely

inconvenient times: a friend who wants and needs to talk, a child with a problem, a

person in need who needs a hand.

Paul is encouraging us to keep our livesluttered enough so that we can respond when
the need arises, because kingdom opportunities get squeezed out of overly tight
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schedulesThis "uncluttering” of our lives takes time, however. It is not easily understood
until it is practiced. Slowly, bwgurely, even | am learning and experiencing this. | look
forward to opportunities for simplifying my life if only for a few days at a time. | look
forward to divesting my life of as many trappings of the world as possible. | will admit to
you this morninghowever, that this conviction has come to me only with age and
experience. As a young pastor, | wanted the best of everything: the biggest church, the
best sermons in town, the most active youth group, the nicest parsonage, the quickest
recognition by mysuperiors of a job well done. | also wanted the best of the world: a new
car, a home of my own and a cottage on a lake, or better yet on the New Jersey shore.

Well, after all these years, Mary and | do have a home of our own, but not much else.
And what agpain all that ambition was to bear! Things and stuff! Stuff and things! Is that
what redeems time? NO!

And so, at the end of a vacatitess summer, | take the words of Paul to heart. And the
colloquial modern translation of Clarence Jordan pierces dan't want to live like a
"nitwit." |1 do want to use my time "as tho
to celebrate its goodness.

PASTORAL PRAYER

We sing our praises and thanksgivings to you, most holy God, as we joyfully worship

you ingladness and songur response to your gracious activity in our lives. You gather

us together through the power and wisdom of your Holy Spirit and transform us into a
community graced and held together by Jesus Christ, our Lord. Help us to make the most
of our time here today as we seek to glorify you. Help us to realize that:

Giving up implies a struggle Letting go implies a partnership.

Giving up dreads the futurelLetting go looks forward to the future.

Giving up lives out of feafr-Letting go lives out of grace and trust.

Giving up is a defeat-Letting go is a victory.

Giving up is unwillingly yielding controlo forces beyond ourselved etting go is
choosing to yield to forces beyond ourselves.

Giving up shows that we believe you are to beddailetting go shows that we trust in
you and that we know you care for us.

Allthiswe decl are in Jesusd® name. Amen.
OFFERTORY PRAYER

Eternal God, we have praised you in melody and song, giving thanks for all that you have
given to us far more tharthe riches and honor and understanding that Solomon

received. For you gave us the gift of Jesus Christ, your Son, our Lord. Accept and bless
these gifts and our lives as we offer them as our grateful response. May our lives be
devoted to giving thanks tawin the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen.



Proper 16

Date: 24 August 1997

Titl e: AChristian Ar mor o
Text: Ephesians 6:120

Since World War Two, every Christian denomination has established goiram
process of publishing new hymnals. Hymnaleduto last decades, but, today, they seem
to become outdated with each new fad or trend.

Hymnal committees used to be comprised of the most prominent church musicians and
the most astute biblical scholars and theologians. That is certainly not thedmaseAs

a result, the choices of hymns in most of the newest editions of hymnals have more to do
with church politics than with music or poetry or theology.

Nearly every hymnal committee during the past fifty years has struggled with the choice
to incluck or not to include the hymn, "Onward, Christian Soldiers." Why? Well, the
reasons are intuitively obvious to us Baby Boomers. Since World War Two, the main
warfare has been cold, and the main struggle has been to maintain peace. Yes, there was
the KoreanlWar, and our nation seemed to be fairly united in that conflict. But, then there
was the Vietham War, which divided our nation, because as many condemned it as
unnecessary as promoted it as necessary. Many people of my generation had conflicting
convictiors during our maturing years. The flower children might have been more
convincing if they could have maintained some degree of sobriety, and the war mongers
on draft boards might have been more convincing if they, in their sobriety, had been more
compassioate as they dealt with the future wbling of the next generation.

As a result of all this, during the 60s and 70s, in particular, hymnal committees asked
themselves, AAre the issues raised by O6Onward
forChristan hymnody?06 ANo! o6 was the resounding ans

"We can't throw out," said the opposition who were not only raised with it, but had also
raised their children with it. AWedll sing it

"Well, they can sig it if they want to, but it doesn't belong in a hymnal.”

"Well then, what about Charles Wesley's famous hymn, 'Soldiers of Christ, Arise.' That
will have to go also."”

"No. We can't exclude that," said the Methodists, in deference to the brother of John
Wesley. Most denominations tried to eliminate both hymns during the past decades, only
to reinstate them in the next edition of their hymnals for political reasons. Of course, the
shame of church politics is the same shame of other politics, as no oee li@ppy,
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because the goal of most politics is to upset the least number of people instead of pleasing
anyone.

| will admit that | have not even tried to keep up with the contents of new hymnal
editions, but | do remember at one point in my ministeaager, that most hymnals
excluded "Onward, Christian Soldiers" and "Soldiers of Christ, Arise.”" The Methodists
did retain "Soldiers of Christ, Arise," but with only three of the original sixteen verses.
And | think it is particularly interesting to noteattthe pacifist Mennonites also retained
"Soldiers of Christ, Arise."

Well, | should soon get off my stump. But, let me use my introduction to lead us to some
of the underlying questions that have been at the foundation of the struggle | just
outlined.

Most of us are not pacifists. | have tried to be a pacifist. | would like to be one. | have
preached in Quaker meeting houses, and | have enjoyed the company of Quakers very
much. Perhaps some of you enjoy the company of your Mennonite neighbors.

Perhaps w all try to be pacifists in our thought and conduct, because we were brought up
to value humbleness in order to avoid the sin of pride, but we also know that Christianity
is not a peaceful "opiate for the people.”

We live in a real world. And the symlsobf warfare fascinate us because we know for
sure that there is a constant battle of spiritual warfare within us as individuals, within our
communities, and within nations. This is not a battle of the spiritual against the material.
If we should all becow monks and live in monasteries the battle will not end. If we
should all become Puritans, the battle will not end.

Why? Because the battle is not just a battle of right against wrong. It is not just a battle of
truth against falsehood. And, we have datyeoutgrown the Medieval concept of

battling against devils and demons. After all, if the battle is only between God and the
devil, then how are we to be anything more than mere spectators?

And yet, do we not, all of us, dread evil in this world, areittescapable power of evil?
What has our Christian experience taught us about this battle?

As we try to answer this question, Paul's words become very important. We need the
whole armor of God, not just a few pieces, because the battle that goes ahtheoun
world is also a battle that goes on within each of us.

Where does evil begin? Well, where does sin begin? What is the root of all evil? Where is
the beginning of all sin?

Sin is not mere ignorance. Sin is not weakness. Sin is not yielding to temgtaf the

senses. The roots of sin all go down to that one basic sin that is so basic, and most of us
ignore it-THE SIN OF PRIDE.
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No power on earth has ever stood up to it. From the battlefields of every war, to our own
conflicting thoughts, there e real warfare being waged constantly, and the old hymns of
battle, like "Soldiers of Christ Arise, and Put Your Armor On," still make sense.

Since Medieval times, when a person sneezes, if there is anyone else in the room, what
does the bystander ofteay®? BLESS YOU! WHY? This was a Medieval practice to

remind people that there are things out of our control. It was thought in ancient times, that
since one lost control when one sneezed, it was necessary for someone else to ask for
God's blessing on behalf that person, instantly, so that the devil could not get into the
person while he or she was incapacitated.

The fact is, that most of our lives are beyond the control of our conscious personalities.
Therefore, says Paul, we need the whole armor of @aidust a few pieces.

According to a believer like Paul, whether you are a pacifist or one who believes that
military conflict is often necessary for the good, your ideals do not matter. Modern
people, especially since World War Two, have trusted igeatbe prime agents of
salvation. We have heard this again and agéine just believe in peace there will be
peace.

Paul reminds us, that even our highest ideals are not armor against the demons of this
world. Ideals are mamade. They are nothing nethan idols.

We need real armor for the battle of life.

We need faith itself.

We need truth.

We need salvation, the Spirit, the word of God.
We need the whole armor of God.

Proper 16
Date: 27 August 2000
Title: AArmor for Lifeds Battl esbo

Text: Ephesans 6:1620

All of us are familiar with the story of David and Goliath. At one point in the story,

David was asked to put on Saul déds armor before
David tried to wear the armor, but it was so overly large for hichsarheavy, that he fell

over. He took that armor off and left it, and went with his slingshot before the giant, and
everyone thought that he was crazy. But David
would deliver him safely from the battlefield.

22z



In wha kind of armor do we choose to put our faith? What are the things that we take up

for the battle of life: a bunch of adult armor plate, or a couple of small, smooth stones

from our childhood? What do we put on to impress ourselves? What do we put on to

impress our neighbors? What do we put on to impress God? Do we just try the pants on

to see if they fit? A glove? Do we try the armor on piece by piece, just to get a taste of it?

|l s that how we han diheartetly jiisegdisg thooghthel es, sort
motions? How are we supposed to suit up for the Christian journey that we all walk?

One can seek to make things such as truth, righteousness, the Gospel of peace, and faith,

a permanent part of who we are, so that we need not put on some afigsdhht we

have put on in the past, but we need to put on that which will make us-nesly to
receive God's help in our |ives. We need t
done. And Gododés work is not simple.

So todayos | esostotake sutha matter ightly,vecause we simply
cannot wear just one piece of armor; we need teuguih the whole thing.

When | was an undergraduate, my favorite author was J.R.R. Tolkien who wrote a book
calledThe Hobbit If you have not read,iyyou should give it a try, or you should at least

read it to your grandchildren. Tolkien describes the great dragon named Smaug. He tells

the story of how the little Hobbit named Bilbo sneaks down a passageway to observe this
great dragon. Bilbo wants s®e what the Hobbits can do to remedy the situation of this

dragon terrorizing the countryside. Appealing to the dragon's sense of pride, the dragon

rolls upon his back and shows the armor he is so proud of to the Hobbit, and Bilbo
observesonelitteseaal t hat i s missing, one |ittle pie
system that is missingone chink in his armor. And it is enough to do in the mighty

Smaug.

Paul tells us that we cannot just wear a helmet of salvation, or a belt of truth, or shoes to
proclaim the gospel of peace, or simply carry with us the Word of God like a sword, or

wear a breastplate of righteousness. We must put on the whole armor of God. We must
use all the resources that are available to us, that come from God and that come from th
Community of Faith. If there is one chink missing, we risk failure. "Therefore take up the
whol e armor of God so that you might be ab
AAnd having done everything, <orotsgugdlei r m. "
against the things that can be protected by a breastplate of iron, or a sword of steel, or a
helmet of leather, or a cellular phone, or a checkbook, or a gun. Our greatest struggle is to
protect ourselves from the things that attack ouitsfgvhen THEY attack, we need the
WHOLE armor of God, not just a piece of it.

So, put on the whole armor of God!
PASTORAL PRAYER

We confess, O God, our involvement with the evil influences of our present age. They
lower the standard of people's livesd damage our ability to experience lives shaped
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and filled with love, justice and mercy. People suffer today when their lives are

dominated and restricted by people who exercise power in inappropriate ways

families, in society, in politics, and evenchurch structures. People suffer today when

they believe that love has to be earned or when they have come to believe that their value
rests solely in terms of what they can produce. People suffer today when they are denied
work or acceptance becauddlweir race or gender or age or appearance. Therefore,
precious Lord, we pray that you will strengthen us with your Holy Spirit that we may
withstand both the spiritual and physical forces of evil that can influence us personally, as
members of both thisommunity of faith and the larger communities in which we live.

This we pray in Jesus' name. Amen.

OFFERTORY PRAYER

Gracious God, you hold us firm through the power of your Spirit, and in Jesus Christ you
make clear that you withhold nothing from us. Yagter us strength to withstand all that
threatens to weaken our faith and our witness. Bless these gifts and our lives, which we
offer in response to your great gifts to us. This we pray in Jesus' name. Amen.

*

Proper 17

Date: 30 August 1997

Title: "The Language of Intimate Friendship”
Text: Song of Solomon 2:83

Even in our country, where, in order to communicate, people usually speak in English,
they yet speak in different languages. Young people, especially teenagers, speak in their
own language. fiere is the language of the business world. There is the language of the
insurance and investment community. There is the language of preachers, of farmers and
bankers; of easterners, southerners, northerners, Midwesterners, westerners, south
westerners,rad Californians. There is a language we use with young infants. And, there

is a language of love, is there not? | am certain that most of us here this morning have our
own language for intimate moments with those whom we adore.

| recall an especially terd expression, which | learned in my high school French class.

It was supposed to be something that romantic young French men would say to the young
women they were trying to woo: AAh, mon petit
tender- the true languagof romantic love. It means, literally, "my little cabbage head."

The first lesson this morning addresses the language of love and describes a springtime
courtship. Why this lesson was not included in a springtime selection of scripture lessons
| do notknow. It is very compelling. It is very passionate, and very tender. Perhaps it is
too passionate for spring, but emotionally manageable after a long boring summer?

Why is this passionate book in the Bible? Evidently the early Christians had no problem
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with including this book in the Christian Bible. Centuries later, however, as denial
became more than a river in Egypt, the passionate love language of the Song of Songs
became, more and more, an embarrassment to Christians, until, during the Victorian age,
the only commentary on this book was apologetic.

Well, explained the Victorians, the biblical text, which says this and that, must mean only
that and so, because, since it is in the Bible, it cannot possibly mean what it actually says.

Is the "Song of Sugs" only a secular love poem? No! If it were, it would not be in the
Bible. Therefore, let us consider the literature, and the language, and the underlying
theology of this love poem.

All of us use different languages, as | have already cited. At workse@ certain

language. At home we use another. At church we use another. We use a different
language with friends from the language we use with strangers. With babies, with
teenagers, with young adults, with middiged people, with old people (and thiee

cycle starts over again as we might, unfortunately, use baby language with the elderly),
we use different languages.

This whole matter is rather confusing, perhaps, but that is my point. Love sometimes

seems to be so distant, and yet, love is so comptace. Does not everyone yearn to be

loved? But, look at what modern society is doing to love. There are people in our society

who would like to return to the mock modesty of Victorian England, with its prudish

cloaking of everything sexual, whenthedor isex , 6 and al-Hushi t |1 mpl i
when it was more polite to speak of a "limb" than of a "leg."

People today are almost schizophrenic when it comes to talking about sex. Wherever we
go we might need to ask ourselves if the people in the samea@NeeVictorians, or

are they part of the new age of frank and statistical disclosure? Sometimes we are not
sure, so we just keep our mouths shut.

Each generation seems to have its problems with this topic. In 1944 C. S. Lewis wrote:
"They'll tell yousex has become a mess because it was hushed up. But, for the last twenty
years it has not been hushed upé. Yet it i
of the trouble, ventilation would have set it right, but it hasn't.”

So, why is this poenmn the Bible? Well, why not! The Bible states that God loves us, and
we are to love God unconditionally and our neighbors as ourselves. If this is true, then the
language of love is not meant to be sustained only by lovers? The language of love is not
limited to the description of physical pleasures. The language of love involves the entire
person: mind, body and spirit. It is not a language of domination, but of intimate
friendship.

Therefore, the language of love may be the language of lovers for ptactiposes. It

may also be the language of enlightened people who live in an age of political
correctness. We all want to be practical. We want to be pragmatic. But we want also to be
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people who think and act and speak in ways that are acceptable émghe @ground us.

The language of love reminds us that all of us can do these things, because God loves us.
And God's love is not distinct from God. God is the source of all loving, and those whom
God loves, God calls friends, not servants. The masterdtasne the friend, and, the
language of love reminds us of this.

Proper 18
Date: 07 September 1997
Titl e: AEval uating Personso (incompl ete)

Text: James 2

AiSo faith by itself, 1f it has no works, is d

It could just be me, but | would have to tkithat | am not alone as | conclude that the
scripture selections in the lectionary for this Sunday, are more than coincidental as they
comment on the events of the past week, especially the international event of Diana
Spencer's death, and the death otldo Teresa two of the most recognizable women

in the world.

This has been a difficult week for me as far as organizing my time has been concerned. |
have had my work to do, and | have this ministry, and | am also part of a family with
traditions and witha history. Part of that history harks back to my youth when my great
grandmother would spend time telling my younger brother and me about our family
history.

| never knew my great grandfather, but my great grandmother lived until | was in junior
high sclool. Both my great grandfather and my great grandmother were the first members
of their families to be born in the USA. Nevertheless, Great Grandmother was still very
British. Britain was not just Britain to her; it was GREAT Britain. She wore clothing not
unlike what the Queen Mother, who is 97, wears today. She wore buttoned shoes, gray
silk stockings-even in the summer, long dresses, fancy hats, and a gold tipped ebony
cane, which she leaned upon in order to bend down toward my brother and me who were
usually seated on the carpet in front of her when she started one of her long stories
concerning the history of the Mowbray family. The family history is rather well
documented. Much of it is hand written on a long parchment document, which hangs in
my family home in New Jersey.

As | have studied my family history, however, most of it is rather dismaying. There is

virtually nothing recorded about what anyone did. All of it is a kind of Who's Who,

which, of course, comments rather poignantly on the lesgpwrded for this Sunday,

especially the second chapter of James, and upon the hmsadigg events of this past

week. Without works, a personodés faith, a pers
person, is very dead.
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Mot her Ter es a6 s thwugholtthe worldykeut wihat didDiama Spencer

do? Surely, the British, along with people around the world, mourn not the life of a
spoiled little girl who was very immature when she married at the tender age of 19, and
might have become the queen ofgtand, but did not. They instead mourn someone who
matured into a person with a great sensitivity to the needs of people, especially the ill, the
disabled, and those who are threatened by violence.

Such matters should matter to us all, because, we koosufe, that, what we become by
what we do, is far more important than what anyone else has planned for us.

*

Proper 19
Date: 14 September 1997
Titl e: AThe Tonguebds Capacitieso

Text: James 3

No matter what we think, no matter what we do, what wecaaymake us or break us.
We can tame our thinking, and we can tame our actions, but can we tame the tongue?

| have often wondered about the meaning of the expresaioth how old could the

expression be"bite your tongue?" Of course, most of us, mdghe time, probably just

bite our tongues when we are eating. Surely, there are times when it would be advisable

not to bite the tongue to injure it but to simply keep it still. As the letter of James puts it,
"...every species of beast and bird, of depdind sea creature, can be tamed and has been
tamed by the human species, but no one <can
second lesson are not very flattering, but they seem to comment honestly on the condition

of humanity in this world.

How do we tame the tongue?

Do you remember John Moshitta, Jr.? In the early 1980s, John became known as the
world's fastest talker. He did a TV advertisement for American Express in 1983. His
stellar performance was at the Oscar Awards presentation that yearhahecited all of
the Academy Award rules in fifteen seconds. He, instantaneously, became famous. Of
course, the media were immediately interested in John's talents, and they quizzed him
continually. "How did you learn to say things so quickly,” theyed8k

"Well," confessed John, after being hammered by the press for several weeks, "I practice
a great deal." "One of my exercises for speaking faster is:

Mama's a mean mama,
Daddy's a dear daddy;
Baby's a bad baby.



You need to be able to say this twetityes in a row, very fast.”

John's advice was advice concerning the control of the tongue. Obviously, the technique
he used to train himself was one that trained his tongue to say only what he wanted it to
say and only in the way that he wanted it tsl. It is no wonder that he was a

celebrity. He had tamed his tongue.

[REPEAT exercise]
| do not think | can do that twenty times. Do you?

Most of us here this morning, probably never have the time to rehearse anything we say,
however, some of us grably remember working on diction in drama class: "THUH rain

in Spain, falls mainly on THUH plain." Inevitably, someone in the class would say,

THUH rain in Spain falls mainly on the THEE plain."

"NO," the teacher woul d oynlgHefboreaviiehe | ong O&éeed
ot herwise, you always use the 6uhé sound. THU
plain." Most of you know that | grew up in New Jersey. All | could think of when | heard

these words from my drama coach was a New Yorker saying, "Didkhr&pain, falls

mainly on DUH plain."” Taming the tongue takes a lot of discipline, and a lot of practice.

Most of us, most of the time, do not rehearse what we say, because everyday life does not
make that kind of a demand upon us. And yet, everywmepen our mouths, we are

dealing with the most precious thing in the wortie human personality. If we should

not appreciate the fact that we are automatically offering our own personalities to the
world every time we open our mouths, we should atleaderstand that we are, in our
conversations, dealing with other human personalities.

No understanding, whether it is among heads of state or heads of households, can begin
without an exchange of words. We refer to "Peace Talks." If people want geacétst

need to exchange words. If there are no words, there can be no plans for peace or for
anything else that matters. Hot words can begin or inflame conflicts. Cool, calm words
can bring comfort and peace. Words at solemn moments can inspichfficigt to

imagine what may have happened after the Civil War battle at Gettysburg if President
Lincoln had not uttered his famous address. Lincoln was heartbroken, but his words were
a marvel of adequacy: dlt i greattaskemanind or us to
before us- that from these honored dead we take increased devotion to that cause for
which they gave the last full measure of devotion; that we here highly resolve that these
dead shall not have died in vain; that this nation, u@aet, shall have a new birth of
freedom, and that government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not
perish from the earth. o

And where might the British be today, without Winston Churchill's "blood, sweat and
tears"?
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Jesus advised his diples, "I tell you, on the day of judgment you will have to give an
account for every careless word you utter, for by your words you will be justified, and by
your words you wil/| be condemned. " Jesusbod

Our wordsare far more than communication; they are signs of our personalities.
Therefore, we must tame the tongue, and that takes discipline and practice.

Sticks and stones
May break my bones,
But words can never hurt me.

This is NOT true. The bruises from therses will heal and so will the broken bones; the
injuries from the words can last a lifetime. So, the saying might be, "talk is cheap," but
the fact is that talk has more potential than anything else we do.

*

Proper 20

Date: 21 September 1997

Titlaci 6Gs Acceptanceo
Text: Proverbs 31:131

Last week we enjoyed a passage from Proverbs, which introduced the personification of
Wisdom as a woman. She, Wisdom, calls to those who pass by in the market place. She is
alive. She is a person with her ownaans. In last week's lesson, Lady Wisdom

competes for the attention of the people, and is disgusted with the marginal role that she

is allotted.

| have always enjoyed reading these passages from Proverbs, but | wonder how much a
woman would enjoy thenHow would the woman of today react to these words?

In today's lesson we are introduced to a superwoman. She makes her own clothes. She
does all the cooking. She manages the household. She dabbles in real estate. She has an
interest in commerce, is invad in manufacturing, and works in social services. She can
handle unexpected tragedies such as snow in the desert. She is the power behind her
husband's success. She possesses prophetic clairvoyance. She provides education for her
children. She NEVER, ort¢east, seldom watches television. SHE IS THE PERFECT
MOTHER AND WIFE. And finally, she goes to church regularly.

Truly, this is a list of qualifications for the contemporary woman, except, perhaps, for the
last three or four. Generally, however, thisraothing that she can not do superbly all of

the time and all at the same time. We might expect to find her featured in a lead article in
Time magazine.



There is, of course, a larger setting of Proverbs 31. God reveals the will of God to us not

just uncer extraordinary circumstances, but, most importantly, in our everyday activities

and through all aspects of our lives. Yes, Lady Wisdom is Superwoman, she is supposed

to be. But her Asuperwomanesso is illustrated
listing specific activities that are done by real people in real situations, every day. The

effect of these varied activities, however, when viewed collectively, is stunning.

| have often reflected upon my childhood memories of my mother. She still is a
SUPERMOM to me. How she ever managed to do all the things she did and keep up with
her career, as a female member of her generation, is amazing to me.

There are al so, |l am certain, fAsuperhusbands,
to do for the sakef each of us would be to list all our positive, impressive

characteristics, while ignoring the negatives, and we would, inevitably, come up with a

super person. Accentuate the positive; eliminate the negative, as the song goes, and even

people like us cahe super people.

In a larger context, we might also observe a pattern pertaining to all three lessons for this

morning. James's letter is full of practical instructions. He does not say that if we live

plan "A," we end up in God's good graces, butiiveve pl an AB," we are go
hell. Instead, James argues, we need to realize that people lead different lifestyles because

of the relationships they form with other people throughout their lives.

There is such a thing as plan "C." We are diffgrges, but all of us have something in
common. We all are to submit ourselves to God, who is good, and we all are to resist evil.
"Draw near to God, and God will draw near to you." This is, truly, good news to

Christians. It is not threatening. It is prizing. All we need to do is graciously accept

this promise and the number of our positive characteristics will begin to accumulate. You
see, says James, we humans are not just dumped in the world and left to our own devices.
We have a companion. God isimately involved in our living, and if we live faithfully

in relationship to God, then we have the assurance that God draws near and nearer to us.

And, this leads us to the words of Jesus. Jesus asked his disciples to "follow" him, and all
they could thik of was greatness. Jesus called them to be his followers, and all they
could think of was privilege and power and position. So, before we get carried away with
denouncing the disciples, we might consider our reasons for following Christ.

The world we liwe in seems to be in love with itself. We must promote ourselves. To do
otherwise is to show a lack of ambition, and that is an indication that we are not
psychologically healthy in today's competitive world. REALLY?

Several years ago, a major protestaramination conducted a nationwide poll of its

church members. 90% of those who contributed toward their church’s financial program
expected something in return. What did they expect? Snappy, entertaining, short sermons.
Rousing, entertaining music. Smogtstoral calling. A full range of inspiring programs

for the family. Only a few people, nationwide, checked anything on the survey sheet
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about service to others, AND NO ONE, not one member of a major protestant
denomination, NOT ONE PERSON, among milliposecked anything on the survey
sheet about human suffering and how to relieve it.

So, here is a question for you. How do we apply heavenly wisdom to our daily living?
Well, how did Jesus apply heavenly wi sdom
be first, you are going to have to get used to being last." And after he told his disciples

that, he did a very odd thing. He placed a child before his disciples.

Today, most of us would probably miss this one. Today, children are considered naive,
inmnocent, sweet, and trusting. This was not
day. Children then, as in most third world countries today, were thought of as nuisances

to be disciplined and tolerated until they became old enough to be usefohaisias

adults. Why are there so many orphanages in poor countries? Because children are
considered useless, and there is no profit in caring for them.

"Whoever welcomes one such child," said Jesus, "welcomes me, and whoever welcomes
me, welcomes not juste but also the one who sent me." We learn here, as probably
people like Mother Teresa learned, that none of us has any claim on God's generosity.
Not one of us can do anything for God's benefit, and yet, it is the character of God to be
generous.

How then do WE become great? There is only one way. We treat others as God treats
them, and then we become great, because God is great.

Sewing, cooking, managing our households, conducting our everyday duties at home,

going to work, improving the products tha¢ wanufacture, increasing the employment

in our communities, helping to raise the standard of living, belonging to a service club,

being ready to help when unexpected tragedies strike, being the power behind your

spouse's success, making our houses hommesfour chi Il dren, worship
These mundane activities, viewed collectively, can be stunning.

*

Proper 21
Date: 28 September 1997
Title: ACaring Connectionso

Text: James 5:120

"Is any among you sick," asked James?

Perhaps one of the baglifferences in the realm of human thought that separates
everything BC from AD is the human attitude toward the suffering and the sick. Before
the days of the Great Physician, physical illness was believed to be evidence of divine
punishment. People whoane mentally ill where thought to be possessed by demons.
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Since the days of the Jesus, the Great Physician, however, one of the characteristics of the
Christian Church has been compassion toward the suffering and the sick.

Christians, today, who come dowwith a bad cold might admit to themselves that if they
had just gotten enough sleep each night and not neglected taking their vitamins for the
past two weeks, they may have avoided the cold. That, at least, places some blame on
themselves instead of on G&dut, it is not possible for Christians to remain faithful if

they blame God for the cold, even if they regret something they did during the past week,
and consider the cold to be a punishment.

Some people still think that way, and talk that way, bat i BC talk, not AD talk, and

it has nothing whatever to do with the teachings or actions of the Great Physician. Jesus
touched the physically ill and they were healed. He touched the mentally ill, and they
were healed.

Remembering the life of a perstike Mother Teresa, helps us recall the work of

countless medical missionaries who have pioneered the creation of a new attitude toward
the sick, and new methods and institutions for their cure. And, surely, we must realize
that it has been under the irdluice of Christian ideals that medicine has made its greatest
progress.

This brings us to an interesting point that James makes as he concludes his letter, about
Christian compassion in the Christian Community, and the place of prayer. What binds
togethera community of faith? A life of prayer, writes James, more than anything else, is
what unites such a community. Praying for one another? O.K! We can go along with that.
We can do something for others that will not invade their privacy.

Our society demandhis. Who am | to define what is best for others? Who am | to

invade the privacy of others? Who am | to suggest to others the errors of their ways? We
live private, sensitive lives wherein we seek to honor the freedom and the independence
of others. Thedct is we do not define the truth and we do not have the right to impose
ourselves and our views on others. But, says James, as God's people, we live under the
Lordship of God. Therefore, we are called to exercise Christian concern on every level.
This isour responsibility. It is NOT our right. And here, of course, is the hook. If we can
do nothing else, we can at least do this through prayer. Sometimes, however, something
more than prayer needs to be done.

Recently | met a man at the hardware store iarfés City who lives down the road from

an elderly woman who is suffering from Alzheimer disease. The man was trying to find
some wood screws that cannot be removed once they are screwed in. | asked him what he
needed them for. | was not ready for his gtor

The old woman has two children who live not far away, but their only concern is

inheriting her money and her farm. Fortunately, the old woman has a compassionate
neighbor. Each morning he checks on the old woman. During the last cold spell, he had
putin her storm windows and replaced the screen panels in her storm doors with the glass
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ones. After several cool days, the weather became much warmer. So the old woman took
out the glass panel from the back storm door and set it against the kitchen wtdershe
unscrewed the storm door frame, and removed the door, frame and all. She then
unscrewed the hinges of the back door, removed the door, pried off the moldings on the
door, removed the glass from it, and neatly rested the glass plate against tlfipanel

the storm door.

The next morning, her compassionate neighbor made his usual morning call. You can
imagine, | am sure, his surprise when he went to knock on the back door. There was no
back door, and no storm door. The old woman was in theldssttchen, dressed as if

she were ready to go to church, in a nice dress with matching jewelry, as cordial as ever.
After his gentle greetings, the man asked his neighbor about the door.

A Wh at door ?20

AfThe back door . And t he sZ200rShedodoird nWhta tk nhc
someone take them off, to repair them, or
ANo, 0 she said, ithere has never been a do

The man then noticed the two pieces of glass. "Where did these come from," he asked?
AWhat ?0

AThese pieces of glass. o

AOh, they should go out to the barn. o

He did not bother to ask her again about the doors. Instead, he walked out through the
open doorway and started to search for the missing doors. He searched all the buildings
and found no sign of the doors. He themhigdis truck and drove around the farm

buildings and down a few lanes. It took quite a while, but eventually he discovered the
two doors on the top of a heap of debris at the edge of a field a hundred yards or so from
the house. He had no problem puttihg storm door in this truck, but he had all he could

do to put the heavy kitchen door in the truck.

Clearly, someone needs to invade someone's privacy here. But, who? Me? You? The
compassionate neighbor? The woman's children?

A decade or so ago, my nhetr's younger sister became plagued with Alzheimer disease.
My uncle could go along with the men she complained about one day who were having
lunch in the trees in the front yard. He had successfully prevented the house from burning
down one day when shethe automatic coffee maker on the-gesve burner, as if it

were an old fashioned percolator. But, eventually, he realized that unless he did
something radically different for this person he loved, even though she often did not

know who he was, both diieir lives would be in danger.
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There are times in our lives when prayer is not enough. When people cannot help
themselves, those who can help, must. Yes, we must honor the freedom and
independence of others, but not to the point of neglecting the aowemds of others.

If we live next to a home where there is violence, spouse abuse, or child abuse, where the
results of people's actions are not only wrong but also illegal, our prayers are not enough.
Sometimes, in order to honor the freedom and indigere of others, we must invade

the privacy of others in Christ's name.

Christians are to live under the Lordship of God. We may have no right to exercise our
Christian concerns, but we most certainly have the responsibility to do so.

*

Proper 24
Date:19 October 1997
Titl e: AWhen There | s Silence Bet ween Heaven

Text: Job 38:111

We have heard about the patience of Job. If we have read the book of Job, however, we
realize that Job was not always patient. Job had suffered greatly, and thndodr's

friends were relentless in providing specific reasons for his suffering, most of which had
to do with human limitations and wickedness. Throughout this exchange, Job resists the
reasoning of his friends. When God finally enters the stage aedpeet specific

answers to the problem of innocent suffering, all we get is more questions from God:
"Who are you?" "Who do you think you are?" "Where were you when | created the
world," asks God?

Perhaps we can think of a time or two, when we thougiwere making great progress

as a Asomebodyd who was really doing somethin
have someone from the opposition put us down with the words, "Well, who are you?"

AJust who do you think you are?"

And think of the question, "Were were you when...?" People | have known have asked
this question at various times. "Where were you when President Kennedy was shot?" |
remember distinctly where | was. Where were YOU when President Kennedy was shot?
Where were you when the first stepssaken on the moon in 1969? | remember as if it
were yesterday.

Most of us can answer such questions precisely. And no matter what we offer as an
answer, there isn't much that anyone can do to correct us, because we are simply
reporting. But, what wouldve do with the question from God, "Where were you when |
created the earth?"
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Job had suffered so much. His friends had been relentless in providing specific reasons

for his suffering. But Job resists their reasoning. It is as if Job's friends mightbdmve

saying things like, "Well, Job, if you hadn't smoked all your life, you wouldn't have
gotten |l ung cancer." Or, AYou know Job, if
didn't consume so much salt and fat, you wouldn't have had that hearattack.

Then Job replies, fABut | 've never smoked,
exercise every day. o

The ancient story of Job is one of the oldest stories in the Bible, and it is very interesting.
Most of the story takes place on two levels. Firstrehis the talk on earth between Job

and his friends. Second, there is the talk going on in heaven. Meanwhile, there is a great
silence between heaven and earth. When God breaks the silence, there are no answers,
just more questions. "Who are you?" and '8hwere you when | created the world,"

asks God?

This raises the question, ADoes God addres
i nnocent sufferer?o

We might also ask ourselves, fAls this some
filibuster is, epecially from the antics of members of congress. A filibuster is a blustery
attempt to talk around an issue, using the power of language to overwhelm and exhaust

the opposition. Is that what God is doing hdrging to overwhelm and exhaust Job?

AWhoyawe Job, and where were you when | cr

If we back up through the story, however, we will find that in Job's early speeches he has
already listed most of the content of God's divine speech. For instance, in chapter 26, Job
tells Bildad tlat God created the earth. Job already knew these things. Also, at the very
beginning of the story, God boasts about Job and Job's goodness, which implies a certain
degree of independence on Job's part. And God is very independent.

Job is discussing certahuman things on earth. God is discussing certain heavenly things
in heaven. There is a great deal of chattering goirgborearth as it is going on in
heaven. But there is also a great sileracsilence between heaven and earth.

How then do we deal wh the problem of this innocent sufferer? Did God have a motive
in this drama? One suspects, that if God did have a motive, God would have become one
of Job's friends.

Should God account for Job's suffering? Well, God does not, whether we think God

shouldor not. Therefore, guestions such as, i
will suffering?0 are not appropriate quest
suffering. God does not. So who is helping whom in this story?
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First of all, we annot help but notice that Job does not blame God for what happened to
Job. Instead, in spite of all his friends' good advice, Job trusts God's motive. Job also
demands God's presence even when Job is suffering unjustly. So who is helping whom
here?

Ironically, it turns out that Job helps God. It is Job's integrity in a situation of innocent
suffering that helps God control the chaos of our created world. This is, according to this
ancient tale, one of the primary ways that we humans aid God. Our integegch and
every situation, helps us to help God control the chaos around us.

We, all of us, from time to time, suffer, but it is not the result of any divine motive. It

can't be. We are human. We are a part of creation. We are mortal. Thereforayeur p

mi ght be, ATake my | ife, and?adhletit Takempe consec
hands, take my feet, take my voice, take my lips, take my silver and my gold, take my

love, take my whole seléven my sufferings.Take it all, and | will beever, only, all for

Thee. Amen. o

[ Precede or follow this sermon by singing the

Consecrated, 0 by Frances Ridley Havergal, 187
*

Proper 25

Titl e: AThe Last Miracl eo

Text: Mark 10:4652

Then Jesus said to him, "Whdd you want me to do for you?" The blind man said to
him, "My teacher, let me see again." Mark10:51 (NRSV)

Amidst the fasimoving events in Mark's Gospel, the healing of Bartimaeus at the end of
Jesus' amazing tour southward through Galilee, gets ountiattén a startling and

refreshing way. This is the second blind man healed by Jesus in as many chapters.
Immediately before this healing, he unstopped the ears of a deaf man. Before coming to
Jericho, he cured an epileptic boy brought before him byisegptes. Jesus has had a

full schedule, to say the least.

As Mark's readers and hearers, our agility and endurance are put to the test. Then comes
the redoubled cry of a blind beggar named Bartimaeus: "Son of David, have mercy on
me!" The NRSVtranslatt of Mar k 10: 49, states that " Jesus

A

him here. 6"
Well, there has to be something inside of us that is relieved, finally, to have Jesus stop

and allow us to catch up with him, and to glimpse a moment of stillness after so much
movement and upheaval.
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Although contrary to the wishes of the crowds, Jesus stops deliberately. We sense that the

di sciples knew Timaeusds son as somet hing
teacheros attention, butithbimAndsvewaitforps anywa
Bartimaeus to state his case before thisfasting rabbi, Jesus of Nazareth.

This is not just another anonymous, handicapped person who has stopped Jesus dead in
his tracks. This man has a name. He is "Bartimaeus, son of Tinaelelrsd beggar.”

Unlike the blind man in Mark 8:22 whom "some people brought to [Jesus],” Bartimaeus
petitions Jesus very directly, even volubly, entirely on his own behalf.

"What do you want me do for you?" Jesus asks him.
Bartimaeus wastes no timepiging, "My teacher, let me see again.”

Likewise, there is a "straightaway" quality to Bartimaeus's recovery. There is no pulling
him aside, no waiting around. "Immediately,” the last verse tells us, "he regained his sight
and followed him on the way." Blisight restored, Bartimaeus follows. He abandons his
roadside begging and becomes a disciple. There is nothing cautious about the healing.
Jesus doesn't adjure him to "tell no one." Bartimaeus simply follows Jesus, heedlessly,
one thinks, ecstatically, tterusalem. And once again Jesus and the Twelve, their

numbers increasing, are "on their way."

This is certainly NOT a story about the way most people, even people of faith, see things
new or differently. But such things can happen.

Not long ago | readfa graduate school student in Pittsburgh who was looking for a part
time job. A newspaper listed an administrative position with a soup kitchen. That looked
interesting, so she clipped it and prepared for the interview. On the day of her interview,
she ption a dark blue business suit, put together a manila folder full of resumes and
references, and clipped back her hair. Arriving a few minutes before noon, she saw a sign
that read, "East End Cooperative Ministry." She knocked on the door. Someone inside
said, "It's unlocked." She went in, only to find a long line of people in front of her.
Disappointment washed over her. Then she realized it was lunchtime. The people in the
line were not there for the same interview; they were waiting for soup. She gnewse

as she looked at the people in the line. Some of them, in turn, looked at her. She felt self
conscious about the way she was dressed. Apparently others began to sense her anxiety.
A woman in a motkeaten sweater smiled and tried to make conversdisthis your

first time here?"

"Yes, itis."
"Don't worry," said the woman in the sweater, "it gets easier."
"The scales fell from my eyes that day," reflected the young woman. "l went there

looking for a job, and that woman thought | was there faps@s far as she knew, the
world had been as cruel to me as it was to her. But in the kindest way she could, she



welcomed me as a fellow human being. She saw me as someone equally in need, which |
was and still am. | didn't realize it at the time, but thas the day when God began to
convert me."

That young woman met the Christ in others, and her life was changed. As a result, the
rest of her story is even more amazing. With the help of Presbyterian mission money, she
went on after graduate school taufa a halfway house for women who are recovering

drug addicts. You see, her life changed completely that day. She was greatly blessed, to
the point that nothing ever looked the same again.

Bartimaeus had an opportunity to meet Christ, and he took adeasftégAs a result,
Bartimaeus was greatly blessed. And, you and | have the same privilege, of meeting
Christ as we deal with others in our daily lives. Let us always take advantage of such
opportunities as they are presented to us, so that our livealstalge blessed.

Let us pray.
Lord, help us to see you more clearly, love you more dearly, and follow you more nearly.
Amen.

PASTORAL PRAYER

Heavenly Father, even in the midst of a large, probably noisy crowd, your son Jesus

heard Bar ti maesypandhealingranddaped hom move from blindness to

sight. The crowd and the attempt by some to silence Bartimaeus did not distract Jesus

from responding to the needs of a blind beggar. This interruption to his journey provides

an example ofthel§ you cal | us to |Iive as Christds dis
disturbs us would we have been among those who called out for Bartimaeus to be quiet?

Forgive us, Lord, if we find interruptions to our plans a source of irritation rather than an

opporuni ty for serving others in Christds name.
mercy is echoed in the lives of many people in our own communities and throughout the

world. Forgive us, Lord, if we close our ears and our hearts to these cries. Remirtd us tha

following in the way of Christ means responding to those who cry for mercy.

Immediately, Bartimaeus regained his sight and followed Jesus. The way to discipleship

is entered when our eyes are graciously opened to see and to follow Christ in faith.

Forgive us, Lord, when we find excuses to delay responding to your call to discipleship.

Enlighten our minds with your wisdom, O Lord, and imprint the image of your love once

more on our hearts so that we can focus anew on your presence and your power whenever

and wherever you call us to serve people in Ch

OFFERTORY PRAYER

Gracious and merciful God, we offer these gifts and our lives in response to the blessings
we receive as followers of Jesus, your Son, and our Lord. Empower us with youtoSpi
hear those who cry out for mercy that we may be loving, and committed bearers of the
gospel in word and in deed. In Jesus' name, we pray. Amen.
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All Saints Sunday

Date: 02 November 1997

Title: AThe Company of Heavend (incomplete
Texts: Revelatins 7:24, 917, Psalm 149, I. John 33, Matthew 5:112

Halloween, All Hallows EveAll Saints Day, All Souls Day, All Saints Sunday,
Reformation Sunday, Reformation Day. All of these occur within a week, and are
celebrated by different denominationsdifferent ways. HMMMM! This morning, |
would like to take a few moments to bring the blur into focus.

Between Nashua and Charles City, there is cemetery along Route 218. During the past
week | noticed that some of the graves were decorated with Halladeserations. | do

not think that | have ever seen such a thing before. As | drove past that cemetery last
week, | thought, there is a sermon here.

Halloween used to be spelled with a hyphen between the two e's, thus, Halloween, is an
abbreviation for Hbow Even, or Hallow Eve, which is an abbreviation for All Hallows

Even. All Hallows is another name for All Saints Day. Hallow means, "holy,” as in

Ahall owed be thy name, 0 thus Al I Hal |l ows m
Saints.

Surely, thigs an interesting time of the year. Days grow short. We set our clocks back,
making the darkness appear earlier. The trees that were briefly wrapped in glory quickly
become barren. Some nights we hear geese honking high overhead, amazingly navigating
by the light of the moon. Then comes the morning that we wake up to discover the
tomatoes and geraniums and zucchini have been reduced to frosted slime. Put it all
together, and one instinctively thinks about death or even about the end of the world.

The Chrstian Church thinks of these "last things" often throughout the autumn. During
such times it is natural for the faithful to remember saints and angels to calm our fears.
We, too, like the faithful departed who have gone before us, have been commissioned to
struggle for justice, to announce good news, to heal the sick, to guide the young. Who
else would better know how to drive away the darkness than the souls of the faithful
departed in heaven?

Perhaps a fresh look at some of our Halloween traditions fferysome new insights for

this time of year. An American tradition on the Eve of All Saints Day is to carve a
pumpkin into a grinning lantern. It is set by the front door as a sign of hospitality to
strangers. It is not there to scare anyone, or to se@g ghosts. Who knows who may
enter on Halloween? An old Irish song tells us, "So oft, oft, oft goes Christ in a stranger's
guise."



According to ancient Christian tradition, offering hospitality to guests, (and that includes
trick-or-treaters), is one wato experience a foretaste of that great day when the Lord
Jesus will open the doors of heaven and welcome us home.

When worn in the right spirit, the costumes of All Hallows Eve can be a way of acting
out the promise of the Beatitudes, which was ourp@8biesson for the morning: Blessed
are the poor in spirit. Blessed are the lowly.

One of these days our troubles and sorrows will fall away, like discarded masks, and we
will see ourselves as we really are: the beloved children of God, home at la&sgooth
company of heaven.

Proper 27
Date: 09 November 1997
Title: A Mighty Fine Financial Transactionso

Text: Mark 12:3844

Jesusod teaching about the poor widow is a pic
probably picture this scene when we hesaread this story. What do you see? The point

of the story about the poor widow is plainly made by Jesus. Surely it is very plain when

we contrast the picture of the poor widow with the picture that we might draw in our

minds of the posturing and pompopractices of the scribes. If, however, we take only

the story about the poor widow without contrasting it to any other story, this story of

selfless devotion may be more difficult to illustrate, because the problem here is the

genuine modesty of the poaoman's devotion.

From my experiences with people of different lands and different ethnic groups, as well
as with people from different areas of this country, | would have to say that neither the
poor nor the rich have a monopoly on modesty. | have anahtiny weklto-do people

who have given nothing to their church or to anyone else, unless they could make a big
impressive scene about it.

And the poor? So many times the attitude of the least among us has been, "Let those give

who can afford it." Theralso seems to be a mutual low point about giving, where both

rich and poor try to justify the withholding of their gifts. The well off might reason,

"Well, until the church decides to do something really shesaynething I like-my five

bucks aweekshoule enough. 06 And the poor might easily
penny to spare.” Those at both extremes and all of us in between can easily lapse into the

attitude of "No one will ever notice." These are reasoned justifications, but they take on

theform of excuses more than the form of reasons, and we all know that excuses are the

shabbiest of defenses.
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When | was teaching English in a college in Illinois, one of my assignments to the first
year students who were taking the Writing and Rhetoricsepuvas a short essay that

would illustrate the difference between a reason and an excuse. The assignment provided
not only the opportunity to compare and illustrate, but also an opportunity for me to
impress upon my students, very early in the semehgr| tvas willing to reason with

them, but that | had no intention of dealing with their excuses for not getting their
assignments done on time.

During my second year of teaching, one of my students was absent when the essay was
due. The next week he wall into class and presented to me his overdue assignment as
well as the assignment that was currently due. As he stood in front of me on two feet, a
perfect specimen of health and vigor, he said, "The reason why the last assignment is late
is that | brokemy leg last week." He had no crutches, no cast, and he looked just fine to
me. | said nothing, waiting to find out what the joke was. He looked at me with a smile,
and continued, "I think this iIis a reason
raised up his pant leg, "l was on my way to my first afternoon class last week, when |
slipped on some wet leaves and fell down a couple of steps. | landed on my right knee,
and my leg broke. So, | couldn't walk the rest of the afternoon. Therefore, Inmigdt

to your class."”

His right leg was a prosthesis. | had no idea that the young man had an artificial leg. He
continued, "I'm sure glad | didn't fall on the other knee, or | probably wouldn't be here
today, either." Another student, who was standiegrby, joked that when Tony broke a

leg he went over to the industrial arts shop instead of to the hospital. Tony did not need to
make up an excuse; he needed no justification for what happened because there was an
obvious reason why he could not get li@mss that day.

Many people, however, go through life with poor excuses and with very shabby defenses.
When Jesus recognized the greatness of the widow's gift, he really knocked over all the
shabby defenses that people make.

Gifts of love are nothing mothan gifts of love, and nothing less than exactly that. No
gift of love is too small to count, and no life can be excused from the grace and duty of
sharing. Nothing escapes the notice of the God from whom no secret is hid. To be a
Christian is to wear #thname of Christ. If that name is a valid identification, then our
lives will testify to the Lordship of Christ, even at the level of material things. This is
what freedom in Christ means.

We hear a lot about freedom in this country. We talk a lot abhdividual rights, and we

say that we should be free to do this and that, which often translates into, "We ought to be
free to do whatever we please," which of course easily translates into expressions of
nothing more than selfishness and greed. In canttespoor widow was truly free: she

was free in relation to God. She was free from fear in the face of this world's realities,

and she was free for unbridled generosity in response to the goodness of God. And she
needed no excuses.
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INTRODUCTIONS TO THESCRIPTURES

In the first lesson, Ruth claims the Levirate right of redemption from Boaz. The Levirate
law required that a man marry the wife of his deceased brother for the purpose of having
children in order to carry on the family name. In other word#)ertime of Ruth, the
responsibility to redeem a family was limited to brothers. As we approach the season of
Advent and the birth of Jesus, who was of the lineage of David, we will probably
understand the importance of this lesson to Christians.

Psalm 27 is a wisdom poem about establishing a family.

The second lesson focuses on the superior sacrifice of Christ, which is the foundation of
the new covenant of God with humanity.

The gospel |l esson recall s Jesuablishedesachi ng i n
abilities in theological giv@ndtake. These stories are the final installment in Mark's
account of the public ministry of Jesus.

Proper 28

Date: 16 November 1997

Title: ATo Be Steadily Readyo
Text: Mark 13:18

People can get very buslyis time of year, because there are so many important things to
do. Are you having company for Thanksgiving? Is the house clean; is the menu planned?
Have you completed your Christmas shopping?

Wouldn't it be great if we were always ready for everythigfildn't it be amazing if
we were always ready for the most important things in life?

The boy scouts have a motto to remind them to be steadily ready: "BE PREPARED!" |
know, through my informal association with the Boy Scout troop in Nashua, because of
my work with a Sea Explorer group, that each year the scouts spend a great deal of time
preparing for their summer camping trip.

Last summer they spent two weeks in the rugged wilderness of the Philmont Scout Ranch
in New Mexico, the most famous Scoutimgédmark. Every scout who wanted to go to

this premier higkadventure base, was required to pass certain merit badges in order to
qualify for the trip, and the adult leaders had to meet certain qualifications such as
certified emergency medical training. &y scouts and adult leaders, spent nearly a year
preparing for the trip.
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| wonder, sometimes, how much time and effort most of us spend preparing for life. Life,
too often, is treated as if it were just one darn thing after another. We get up each
morning, go to work, come home, prepare and eat a meal, watch TV or read, go to bed,
and the next day we do it all over again. And what happens on the weekend? We get up,
go to work around the house, or around the yard, clean up, prepare and eat an evening
meal,watch TV or read after supper, go to bed....

And then there is Sunday, which is a change of pace for some people. Why do Christians
go to church on Sunday? There are many reasons, but certainly one of them is to prepare
themselves for the things in liteat really matter.

If we reflect back through our lives, we can probably recall a number of times when we
worked very hard to get ready for something. We worked at our education in order to be
better prepared for whatever work opportunities were befr&any of us can

remember preparing for our wedding day, and preparing for the birth of our first child.
Many of us are planning or have already spent quite of bit of time and effort preparing for
retirement. Yes, most of the events of our lives maygestn to have happened while we
were making other plans, but we also know that we have occasionally made real plans, so
that we would be prepared. As large piie events approached, we got ready and we
stayed ready, and the better we prepared for eamit,ehe better prepared we were for

the next one. The less we prepared as we went along, the more alarmed we became with
each new experience.

| remember a guy who was stationed with me at the Naval Facility on the NATO base in
Iceland. He and his wife @ve expecting their first child. They prepared themselves
intensely, taking Lamaze classes, practicing the breathing techniques daily, reading
everything they could get their hands on. Two months before the child was born, the
fatherto-be told all his negjhbors in the enlisted quarters to please never park in the space
in front of his door, because he needed to keep his car in that spot. He got the car tuned
up. He made sure the gas tank was always full and had a certain percentage of isopropyl
alcohol init, so that it would start even in the coldest weather. He cleaned the car inside
and out. He would come home from work, and back the car into the parking spot, so that
it would always be ready. In the front hall, next to the door, was a suitcase stitffed w
everything on the Lamaze check off list: lollypops, lip balm, bed cloths; you name it, it
was in that bag. On top of the bag was the prescribed extra pillow. He planned the route
to the base hospital very carefully, and drove there several times stitpwatch. This

guy was prepared!

One night his wife woke him out of a sound sleep, and said, "Honey, this it."
"Honey," he said, half asleep, "did you time the contractions."
AJust get me to the hospital,"”™ she replied

He sprang into action, thrgh on his cloths, ran out the front door and started the car.
Ran back into the house, put on his coat, grabbed the bag by the door and the pillow,
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dashed out the door and into the car that was warmed up and headed out on the planned
route. As he approactighe only traffic light on the base, the light turned red. He said to
himself, "Should | go through it, or stop? | better stop!" So, he stopped. As he sat there
waiting for the light to change, a strange, horrifying feeling raced through his body, as if
he had forgotten something really important. HE HAD FORGOTTEN HIS WIFE.

Yes, he was prepared. His timing was flawless. But, was he ready? Not really!

In today's gospel lesson, Jesus insists that believers are not to be merely concerned with
timing. As a icensed securities dealer, | can relate to this. If a person really wants to lose
money i n the stock market, they should just
not a way to invest in the future of the stock market. Timing is gambling.

The advicelesus gives his disciples in the gospel lesson is very important to anyone who
invests in anything. Instead of becoming preoccupied with the moment of the end, people
who invest in the future, including believers, are to be aware of the danger of loeing le
astray in the time prior to the end. This is part of being steadily ready.

We are not concerned with timing here, because the time of the end is unknown, whether
it is the end of an investment in money, or the end of an investment in life. Instead, we
are to be steadily ready for God. The point is clear, and most of us have already
experienced its clarity: life is difficult, and bad things happen even to the best of us, but
there is always hope, and hope has nothing whatever to do with timing.

As we appoach the season of Advent, it is especially appropriate for us to remember
these messages, and especially the words of our Lord. Watch, wait, hope, be on guard, be
alert, be steadily ready, and stop speculating, because God is not concerned with our
timing.

INTRODUCTIONS TO THE SCRIPTURES

The first lesson describes the circumstances leading to the birth of Samuel in which the
topic of barrenness is central. Here, birth is viewed from the point of view of petition.

The Psalm this morning, called the SaridHannah, is a song of praise, containing a
personal psalm of thanksgiving offered by Hannah at the birth of Samuel.

The second lesson from Hebrews continues to meditate on the meaning of the great
sacrifice of Christ, pondering the meaning of his de@$urrection, and exaltation as the
basis of the new sifree life of Christians.

In the gospel lesson, Jesus describes the signs of the times, first by mentioning two

distinct times of distress, and then the crisis of final judgment. Distinguishisg tinees
from each other is important in order to comprehend the messages of this lesson.

*
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Proper 29

Date: 23 November 1997

Titl e: AThe Servant Kingbo
Text: John 18:337

Today is the last Sunday in the Christian year. Sometimes this last Sundagdisliedh

on the Sunday following Thanksgiving, and is therefore nearly ignored because of low
church attendance. In other years it precedes Thanksgiving and is therefore ignored
because many churches celebrate Thanksgiving on the Sunday before Thanksgiving.
Since we are having a Thanksgiving service on Thanksgiving Eve, | thought it would be
worthwhile to pay attention to this particular celebration, today.

The gospel lesson for today is often read during the Lenten season. It simply recounts a
conversatiorbetween Pilate and Jesus.

If we look at the literature, | think it is very interesting to note that the author seems to be
completely removed from the scene. The author offers no commentary and the narrative
phrases are very few. This, therefore, we nsspme, is simply a report from the court
recorder. My purpose this morning is to leave whatever questions this passage raises in
your minds. | will call it an opeended sermon, which might seem inconclusive, but that
is my intent.

Pilate asks Jesus a @tien; Jesus replies with a question. This was a typical form of
argument among Jews o-Answefing a questioe with dnother J e s u s
guestion-must have been very annoying to the Roman Governor, who would have

preferred some form of logitdebate. Pilate then asks another question; and Jesus

answers directly but enigmatically. Pilate is curious: this man's life is at stake, so why is

he being so ambiguous? Pilate asks another question, and Jesus answers, again directly,

but this time he wes typical Hebrew metaphors. The lesson omits Pilate's final question,

"What is truth?"

One of the problems | have with this passage is that although Pilate, as Governor,

probably knew a great deal about the ways of the Hebrews of the time, he doe&smot se

to take Hebrew thinking very seriously. He questions Jesus as if the false charges that

have been made against him by his own people cannot possibly be very substantial.
Neverthel ess, Pilate does nothingyhae confr
no evidence of misconduct by this man Jesus.

Isn't there a need here for someone to offer a logical argument?
"Are you the King of the Jews," Pilate asked? The Hebrews traditionally understood that
God was the King of Israel, no matter what hureahupon an earthly throne. Even when

David was King, David was but God's regent
nature of his kingdom. It is very clear that he is not talking about an earthly kingdom. If
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he were a political king, there wouldveabeen political followers ready to fight for his
recognition, but there were no such defenders, because his kingdom and his kingship are
religious.

Jesus' reply to Pilate's question seems to imply that Jesus knew that Pilate knew exactly
what Jesus wasaying, and Jesus knew exactly what Pilate was asking: "Are you a king?"

In the gospel accounts of Matthew, Mark and Luke, Jesus responds with a cryptic Greek
sentence, that is usually translated, "You say so." Literally the line says, "You yourself
say."Which, today, we might translate as, "YOU TELL ME."

AAre you a king?o

"YOU TELL ME."

AAre you the king of the Jews?0
"YOU TELL ME."

Pilate tried very hard to keep peace among the people whom he governed. He knew their
ways. He must have known that thebiew idea of a King was of a regent, one who acts

as a ruler but who represents God. God was the king of Israel, and always had been.
Obviously, Jesus was not a political king.

Jesus plainly states that he daaoedasust o t he wo
presents himself as God's regent, not as a political king, and Pilate should have known
this.

Pilate was not a cynic, but he was pragmatic. As governor, he needed most of all to
maintain order. His questions throughout this conversatiore coore out of curiosity

than cynicism, however, perhaps the most unforgivable thing about this narrative, is that
although we should assume that Pilate understood the customs of the people whom he
governed, he, instead, pretended not to understand.

Isn'tit strange how curious minds work?

The week before, a great crowd shouted "hosanna to the king." Now a larger crowd is
determined to have the same person immediately executed. Their hearts are ablaze with a
roaring prairie fire of party spirit and rancamd undisguised hatred. Pilate does not know
what to do, so he asks a few questions, but he gets nowhere. The whole scene seems
monstrous.

How can people lose their sense of proportion?
Where in this confrontation between Jesus and Pilate do we findsareally important?
Surely, no gift is more important and to be more desired than to be able to discern which

things are primary and which are only secondary and to rank them in their due order in
the living of our lives and in the working out of ourtfai
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"Are you a king," asked Pilate?
"You tell me," answered Jesus.

As we complete another cycle, this celebration of Christ the King makes clear the unique
and revolutionary character of the Kingship of Christ. This ruler of the kings, rules from
the thone of a cross. As Christians we must be more than curious about this; we must
understand. Jesus came into this world to call God's people by speaking the truth of God.

Was he a king?
You tell me!

Pentecost 24, Christ the King

Date: 11/26/2000

Communon Meditation: fAiDo We Need A King?o
Text: John 18:327

For some, Elvis was the King. For a number of my black friends, Dr. Martin Luther King,
Jesus was their king.

Today is known throughout the denominations that use the Common Lectionary as Christ
the King Sunday, or the Reign of Christ.

Do we need a king? Who needs a king in this day and age? Good heavens, we Americans
are having enough trouble electing our next president. Who needs to worry about a king?

As | reflect upon \ehlaecdl one of ey coliege prféessogg, 0 h o w
noting in a course on Western Civilization, that here in the USA we actually come closer

to electing a king every four years than electing a head of government. His point was well
made as he explained that in@tther Western nations that enjoy a democratic form of
government, our republic, which is not to be confused with a pure democracy,

concentrates the head of state and the head of government in one elected office. Because

the office of the President of thenlted States does this, the person elected to that office

is more like a king than the head of government in any other Western nation.

Do we need a king? Would our nation be better off with a parliamentary system; with a
president who is the head of sta®\D a prime minister who is the head of government?

Of course, there are different kinds of ki
who had very limited power. Pontius Pilate, the Roman procurator or governor, was far
more powerful thantheeJwi sh ki ng. So, even in Jesuso0 d

meanings for different people.

Did the people of Jesusd6 day need a king?



I n this morningds gospel |l esson, the most pow
you aKing?"

In our minds, Christ is the King! He is the King of Kings. Jesus is the Son of God. He is
the ruler of my heart. | f we were there we wo
we?

AAre you a King?o0 What ki ntdhatf nae agnu eisnt iJoens umsabs

Today is Christ the King Sunday. This is the day on which Christians all over the world
celebrate Christ as King. On this day we remember that Jesus is King, and that he has
royal authority over our hearts. We sing hymns and psatims that proclaim Christ as

the Messiah. This is our answer to Pilate's question today.

But , what was Jesusd answer? Listen to what [
"So, Jesus, are you the King of the Jews?"

Humbl y, Je s us quastion with anethePquéstsom: ¥D6 wou think | am, or
have others called me that?"

Indignantly, Pilate responds, "Am | a Jew? Don't play games with me. | didn't say you
were a King. Your own chief priests handed you over to me. Why do they want you
dea® o

Jesus is then cautious with his answer. He wants Pilate, and anyone else listening in, like
us, to understand his answer. So Jesus gives a qualified answer: "My Kingdom is not of
this world." Our first thought might be that he means his Kingdom isavdn. But that

would be inconsistent with his teachings. Perhaps he means that his Kingdom is not like
the other Kingdoms of this world. In this world, kings have soldiers who wield swords

and guns to defend their king. But Jesus' followers don't campovs of violence to

defend him. What kind of a King is this who has no territory and whose subjects do not
fight for him?

Pilate then says, "So you are a king?"

Jesus answers, "I came to proclaim the truth and those who are of the truth listen to me."
This is to say that Jesus may not have a territory or a militia, but he has authority. Those
who are loyal to the truth of God, listen to him and do his bidding. Jesus is King to all
who are loyal to the Truth. So, Christ the King is categorically diffdrent the kings of

this world. The Kings of this world rule over their subjects with the power of fear and
terror. In contrast, Christ's rule is based on the power of love. In this world kings demand
that their subjects be under their feet. But Christkong washes the feet of his subjects.

Who needs a king like that?
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In this age in which we live, a great many people seem to claim to be the masters of their

own destiny. They claim to be their own king. Just look at the way people are shopping
thisChrit mas season. Have you been to any ndaft.
coverage of big sales on TV is much worse than what | have seen, but the whole idea of

such a philosophy or discipline of greed and selfishness is deplorable.

In contrast, Jesuseee t 0 gi ve, not to take. Jesus sai
have it abundantly. o And he offered his ow
life.

This Christ the King Sunday, make Jesus Christ, the Son of God, your King, and Lord of
your life, and, together, let us make a straight highway through the Advent season to the
birthday celebration of the King of Kings.

PASTORAL PRAYER

O God, we praise and adore you. You are truly without beginning or engoug reign

is eternal and yourding alkpowerful, and yet you chose to reveal your power in the

most powerless and vulnerable mannas a baby. As you shared our humanity in Jesus,
you gave the world a new understanding of power. We know now that power is not to be
used to dominate,ub to serve others as Christ did. He transformed the love of power by
the power of love. We gather today to celebrate your rule of love in our hearts as we
experience it in Jesus and through the enabling gift of your Spirit, and we offer this
prayer of grétude for these blessings in his name. Amen.

OFFERTORY PRAYER
Eternal God, with cheerful voices and thankful hearts, we offer to you these gifts and our

lives. May Christ the King rule in our hearts so that we are powerful witnesses to truth of
your kingdom of love, justice and peace. This we pray in Jesus' name. Amen.
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Advent 1

Date: 3 December 2000

Title: ATurning Up Our Coll arso (incompl
Text: Luke21:2536

Biblical texts are like buildings into which we enter and suddenly find ourselves
surrounded by distinctive types of construction, design and architecture. Some texts are
like soaring cathedrals that carry us upward through vaulted ceilirigs beeights of

heaven, depositing us before the throne of God. Others are like this building that
surrounds us with a sense of community and comfort as we mingle among friends, giving
praise for the grace of God in the eyes of those whom we admire an&tidvathers are

like the gospel text that confronts us todaytext that makes us turn up our collar against

a cold draft-a text that has the sound of a winter wind whistling through a cracked pane
of glass in a hunt er 0 &hcadabhesin thestove, chairst h e
toppled, and broken drawers pulled open, and clutter strewn across the bare wooden floor

et

b a

as though some desperate and crazed man had broken into the place in search of whiskey

or drugs or a rifle and shells.

We find ouselves here this morning hearing this text and feeling words about anguish
and ransom and fright blasting us like a bitter wind on our face, and we are suddenly,
seemingly, left with little more than a Gddrsaken shanty for protection. Perhaps, on

this first Sunday in Advent, this is a different sort of structure than we expected; there is
no living room with a warm fire, no candlié dining room with fine music, no quaint
smalttown church on Sunday morning. But this is how Advent beguith unsettlirg

words that will not let us forget that Christ came to save a world where unpleasant
structures exist.

Advent begins with a season that severely changes the landscape from colorful leaves to
gray, barren trees, telling us that the dignity of the humee sahich God so loves,

continues to carry the scars of human conflict. This is how Advent begiminding us

that the world in which we live continues in its need for ©g@ehrning, reaching, and
screaming for the redeeming rescue of its loAgedavor. This is how Advent begins

with fervent prayer and desperate longing.

| have felt this way for a week or more, but | especially felt this way as Mary and | drove
here yesterday, and passed countless hunters, doing whatever God knows hunters do.
Most d them were just sitting inside their cars or trucks, by the side of the road, keeping
warm, perhaps waiting for game to fly in the window or jump into the back of the truck.
We passed one car with four or five young men in it, all looking through binrecula

Wow! What hunters! What men!

Yes, this is the opening of the hunting season called Advent. And we ourselves are the
ones being scouted by a God who would calm our fears, and call us home, out of the cold
of winter, and into the radiant warmth of Géda n d i n t-giving hbpe ofl 1 f e
salvation.



OFFERTORY PRAYER

Heavenly Father, fulfiller of promises, we come to this cold and gray season of Advent
with expectant and thankful hearts. We welcome the renewed promise of your love,
justice and righteousngsbreaking into our world. We offer these gifts and the witness of
our lives in gratitude for all you have done, are doing and will do. This we pray in Jesus'
name. Amen.

Advent 2

Date: 10 December 2000

Titl e: AAre You Ready?o0
Text: Luke 3:16

Are you ready for Christmas? We put a lot of work into getting ready for Christmas,
dondot we?

Mary and | began our preparations when Allen was home for Thanksgiving. We put the
candles in the front windows, as we usually do, even though we waited urilitaday
evening, that is the first Sunday of Advent, to turn them on. There is a lot more for us to
do. We have a list of things to do and we keep checking it. Do you also have a checklist?

We feel that we must decorate our homes. Each year, howevemt fike all the

decorating we used to do has become an unnecessary burden. Do we really need to put
every single ornament on the tree? How many strings of lights do we really need? Do we
really need a créche scene? If so, will the small one do, or deeukethe big one?

Shopping is still fun for me, but it is very tirRm®nsuming and tiring since | had a stroke.

| would love to shop for that special something for each person on my gift list, but maybe
gift certificates or cash would make more sense thas. yehristmas cards? If Mary has

time to do them this year, fine, otherwise their status is uncertain.

Nevertheless, my list, like yours, is probably endless. All that preparation for one day!

l sndét it amazing! But | ma gprepaatiomhreonewiay woul d b
or another, we are getting geared up to be ready for December 25th. We could probably
do it all in one day, i f we had to, but that

During my years as a church musician, Christmas often snuck up.ofh@ music

seemed to take so long to prepare, and Christmas arrived too soon. | was never ready, just
getting ready. As a pastor, | have been better prepared, and ready. Some years, in fact,
Christmas could not arrive soon enough, and | was very hapgyy ivtvas over. But, no

matter what our perspective may be, there is more to preparing for Christmas than getting
the decorations out and wrapping the presents, and rehearsing anthems, and preparing
sermons.
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With every Christmas ornament, with every Ctmias present, and for me, with the

preparation of every Advent and Christmas message, we express another expectation, and
another hope for Christmas. When all is put together, these numerous acts of preparation

set that day up to be special. They allaaerpt o f a compl ex expressi
nesso of Christmas day.

So, are you prepared?

In our Gospel reading today, John is calling the people to prepare. John came out of the
wilderness shouting, "Repent and prepare the way for the Lord." He idihgrtle

coming of a king-God's anointed, the Messiah. In the ancient world, when a king

decided to visit a part of his kingdom, he would send someone ahead of him to announce
the coming of the king. This herald would also instruct the people to préeareaids

and streets for the monarch's arrival. They should clean up the streets, and fill in the
potholes. The instruction to prepare the roads was a metaphor for preparing their
community for the visit of a king. They were to make it look the best thelgcThey

were to be ready to receive the king with the best accommodations they could provide.

Of course, the king that John was heralding was not interested in inspecting streets. John
was saying that we need to straighten out your lives in prepafati@od's chosen

King. We need to make the way straight for him to enter into our lives. We need to
smooth out the places that would make his journey rough. We need to be ready to
accommodate the King of kings with the best that we can provide.

Are you eady for Christmas? Decorations? Presents? Cards? O.K.! But how about our
hearts? Are we spiritually ready? Are we ready for the life, the love, the light and the joy
of Christmas? Are we ready for the coming of Christ himself? Are we presentable?

"Prepae the way of the Lord, make his paths straight. Repent and make your rough ways
smooth."

Are we ready?
PASTORAL PRAYER

Merciful God, we bring before you our lives, even the things in our lives that are
displeasing to you, to this time of prayer, wheemay reflect on your Word of truth.
Straighten out the areas in our lives that hinder people from discerning your way, O God.
Smooth the rough edges of our withess so that anything that prevents people from hearing
your Word is cleared away.

Many peoplevalk through shadowed valleys at this time of year, weighed down by
painful obligations. Forgive us when we fail to become involved with the needs of others
by pleading seasonal buggss.



Advent God, you call on us to prepare the way for Jesus' bidhyetneach year it seems
that we spend more time making preparations for our own pleasure than preparing for
Jesus to be born anew in our hearts and hwe®ur families, our communities, and our
nation.

Therefore, as we prepare our homes, will yolp lus to prepare our hearts and minds?

We know that we can get so involved in decorating, and buying gifts, and ordering food,
and writing cards, that we have no energy left to celebrate the reason for suchiactivity
the birth of your son, Jesus.

Help usto get it right. We want to prepare our homes; we want also to prepare our hearts.
O come to us. Abide with us, our Lord, that we may be truly prepared for the joy of
Christmas. Amen.

Advent 3

Rose Sunday

Date: 14 December 1997

Titl e: AThhe i Gdalmarsxd of C

On the third Sunday of Advent, we have three liturgical colors to choose from. We have
the familiar Violet or Blue of the Advent season, and an additional color, Rose, for this
particular Sunday. Therefore, as we look forward to the light as@mas shining forth

once again into the troubled world, | would like us to take a few minutes this morning to
reflect upon the colors of this season. What colors does it reflect, and what are the
meanings of those reflections?

What is the color of Chrimas?

Is it RED: The red of toy shops and storefronts on a dark, cold winter's afternoon; the red
of Santa Clause or Father Christmas or Saint Nicholas; the red of holly berries, or of the
Christmas flowers of the tropi@spoinsettias?

Withdrawing from rel, one might think of days of old when the pink of forced cherry
blossoms or the purple of blooming rosemary were a Christmas joy, or, perhaps the
brilliant or subdued shades of a Christmas cactus, or of the Christmas rose, or the legend
heavy Rose of Jeiio.

What color is Christmas?
Most of us would include in the Christmas rainbow of hopeful, promising colors, the
green of holly and spruce and pine, and the mysterious mistletoe: Green that brings

indoors the mystery of the woods. Green adds so muatrtdwentieth Century homes,
but in the Eighteenth Century and before, when there was much paneled wood, wooden
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furniture, wooden beams and bare wooden floors, the effect of living green against so
much browngrained wood must have brought a formidabldirigeof the outside tree
world inside the house.

Today the evergreen has been so heavily overlaid with tinsel that it is difficult to
appreciate its symbolism. But in this deciduous world, the evergreen tree yet
demonstrates permanerdealone is greeim the midst of a world of brown and gray

and white and black. We might pause for one more moment to think of why green is a
prominent Christmas color. Can we contemplate a primitive mind of a primitive person of
pre-historic times to which the summlgroking leaf in winter would most certainly have
suggested strange powers, as if it contained within it the energy of the sun itself?

Certain species of evergreens, such as holly and ivy and mistletoe, bear recognizable fruit
into the winter, displaying a imaculous triumph of the Creator's power over the elements.
As long as is known to humankind, even before the birth of Jesus, these have been
brought into the winter house as symbols of hope for the year to come. The depth of such
symbolism is very real.

Several decades before the birth of Jesus, Virgil wrote these timeless words, here
translated by Dryden:

The sun shall lead the life of Gods, and be

By Gods and Heroes seen, and Gods and Heroes see.
The jarring Nations he in peace shall bind,

And with paernal Virtues rule Mankind.

Unbidden Earth shall wreathing Ivy bring

And fragrant Herbs (the promises of spring)

As her first offerings to her infant King.

You see, even before Christ, green was the color of hope.

To the hope of green, let us add the aoce of white fields, of frost and snow, and of a
phenomenon | had not experienced before we moved to this area effleamang fog.

Some might not call white a color. The truth is, of course, that white reflects all colors.
Even on the bitter days ofithpast week, the illusion of snow pleased us. It looks so nice.

It also suggests that people will be warmer inside the house, the home, thus emphasizing
the family atmosphere of the occasion, thus helping us to recall the first family of long
ago. The wheness of snow has a connotation of purity. Snow, with its flakes and its
falling blanket that hushes the world, is one of childhood's greatest excitements; it
changes the world, and makes magic and miracle seem really possible.

Many will say that THE sigificant Christmas color is gold, the gold of treasure, not the
gold of Twentieth Century tinsel: the gold of kings; the gold of Balthazar, Caspar and
Melchior; the gold of Galgalath, Magalath and Thargbld guided by a bright morning
star, heralding aew day and thus a new hope.
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More impressively during the cold season, there is the gold efdirrarmth and light.
Almost everywhere that Christmas is celebrated (in the northern hemisphere), there is
some sort of fire lit at this time of the winteristice. A candle in no way holds a candle
to the Yule log and its fire, to honor the need for light and warmth andugporting
energy.

And perhaps the gold of fire gets us the closest yet to the true color of Christmas, which
many say is black: thelack of bleak miewinter, the black of night, the black of frost

and of the north wind. In our electrically lit homes we can easily ignore the symbolism of
light shining in darkness, for our entire environment is so lit up that only in the still, dark

comers of human nature do we sense the black of lurking shadows beyond the reach of
firelight.

Literally, it was into a world of darkness that Christ was born: there were no streetlights,
no porch lights, no yard lights, no headlights, no flashlights. Pertat is why we
traditionally celebrate Christ's birth in the darkness of Christmas Eve, with candles. This
has been the tradition of the Western Christian Church, but the Eastern Orthodox Church
celebrates the Holy Christmas Mass at dawn on Christmasngowith the sun rising in

the East, shattering the darknesshus t he birth of the term

In a week and a half, we will celebrate the life of a person who was born in the same way
we were born, who grew up as a child in an obscure vijllageked at an obscure

occupation, and who walked out with no armies, and no official backing of any kind, to
do the will of God. And the most amazing thing of all is that people believed him. When
they came in contact with him, they found something hapgen them: lives were

changed, history itself was turned into new channels, all that stood in the way of human
opportunity was swept away and humanity was set free.

Life A.D. is fundamentally and proudly different from life B.C. The shadows have crept
away; the light has come. As the Apostle John wrote long ago, where that light shines,
the symbolic colors of Christmas are transformed into a very real hope and a very certain
grace.

As we go forth into the celebration of Christmas, let us follow thht,ligtting it radiate
through each of us into this dark world. Let us go forth following in the way of him who
said, "Let your light so shine before people, that they may see your good works, and give
glory to your Father who is in heaven."

Let us pray.

O holy Child of Bethlehem!
Descend to us, we pray;

Cast out our sin and inter in;
Be born in us today.

We hear the Christmas angels
The great glad tidings tell;
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O come to us, abide with us,
Our Lord Emmanuel!
Amen.

Christmas 1

Date: 31 December 2000

Title: ASpreading Wi ngso
Text: Luke 2:4152

"They did not understand what he said to them." (Luke 2.50)

Why didnodét they understand? Because Jesus
understand anything that teenagers say! Right?

Upon the otherhand how coul d Jesusdé parents not wund
they had been through so much together. Together they had experienced fear and suffered
from dislocation. How could they not wunder

As our own progeny begin to "spretieir wings" in life, it is true that we will have to let

them go, to find their own way in life. | suspect it is here that we find the real source of
distress in Jesus' parents. It is hardly unnatural that they should have been concerned
about Jesus, fdre was their son. To be less concerned would have been quite strange.

And yet, Jesus states quite plainly that the real issue is something else. He is not just their
son. He has a heavenly Parent. And it is salutary to us to remember that our progeny are
not entirely "ours," either. They too are children of our heavenly Parent. Our children are
only "ours" in the sense that we have a duty of care, but they are their own persons when
it comes to who they are and what they do in life. They are, for instdoezeown

persons in terms of the mistakes they make
only replicated our mistakes? Dondot we, as
make that are more interesting than the ones we made?

DuringtheChr i st mas hol i days, Mary and | had son
him. We are not too pleased that he has decided to leave graduate school in order to take

a six month position in Sioux City, doing

leading restoration companies. He has also been offered, and has accepted, an assignment
with the Peace Corps that he will begin in August inSabaran Africa. As Allen talked

on and on about his future, | could not help but wonder about his graduags stisl

teaching assistantship, which he enjoyed, and his progress as a painter. The more we

|l i stened to him, the more the words from L
understand what he said to them."
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The problem was, that, on the lips ofé&il ownership of Allen already had become an
issue. It became an issue years ago, really. He has always had a very clear idea of where
he was going, even though he changed his mind rather frequently.

Likewise, Jesus dealt with the ownership of Jesus gOspel lesson deals only with the
beginning of this issue, but the issue is the same. His parents did not understand what he
was saying, because they wanted him to remain the same.

There is more. AlIl Jesusod | i festaythewayt ruggl ed
he was. Mary Magdalene wanted to clutch onto Jesus after she recognized him in the

garden. James and John wanted to sit, one on either side of him, in his kihgdom. At the

wedding in Cana, his mother, Mary, wanted him to do her will, nofihBon 6 s he sai d,
Aithey ran out of wine.o0o The disciples were pi
who brought their children for him to blesthey wanted Jesus for themselves. Indeed,

the reason that the religious authorities were so dismisSiesas, was that Jesus sat

down and ate with other people, and not with them. They felt left out.

It is interesting that most of these characters thought they had Jesus' best interests at
heart. They thought their motivation was one of love and hondriferEven the scribes

and the Pharisees who crucified Jesus thought that they had God's best interests at heart,
and that their motivation was one of love and honor for the Almighty.

Of course, we know that nothing could be further from the truth. Ngtlaind no one

else, exists for our sole gratification. The source of Mary and Joseph's failure to
understand, was not that they had forgotten that Jesus was in some special sense a unique
child of God-it was a far more common misunderstanding shared loy meho wanted

to be in a special relationship to Jesus, to the exclusion of others. But Jesus was not a
possession. Jesus was a vehicle of grace.

Like Jesus, we, as Christians, are vehicles of grace for others. How? Basically, we are
vehicles of grace ase listen to others, and ask them questions, and respond to what we
hear and feel. Jesus did that, and when he did that, people "were amazed at his
understanding and his answers." Jesus first listened and questioned. We, too, do well to
listen and questim We, too, do well to take an interest in other peoples' lives and the
perceptions they have.

Our son, Allen, has done a great deal of listening and questioning lately. He has taken an
amazingly deep interest i n oetshedilllgeatwmpl esd | i v
and appreciate his parents? Oh yes, but as a young man owned by Allen.

So also Jesus listens and appreciates us. And this is what Jesus does to us and to all who
follow him. Jesus is interested in life as we live it. Jesus is stegten our perceptions of

faith and life. Issues of right and wrong are fairly immaterial, for each of us is confronted
with various and different trials and tribulations, and we have to respond as best we are
able, as we are called to do, with the reseswe have at hand.
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| am not a betting person, but | will bet that most of us came here this morning with
things on our minds. Even the words we have said and heard and sung here this morning
have not been able to blot out all the personal agenda wehtdoere this morning.

Is God interested in our musings? Well, think of it this way. The places where our minds
wander during worship might be more important to God than the words of the worship
service. | mean precisely that God surely would be boredlis if God were only

interested in the words of the worship service. God does not need to be reminded of what
the words of scripture say. | confess | sometimes smile inwardly at just how frequently
during worship we remind God that Jesus was his onlyIS@od a complete idiot?

Why do most churches have an order of service and printed bulletins? Mainly, because
frequent changes to the order of things distract us from what is most imptnareal
and everyday things you and | bring to God duringtiime.

C. S. Lewis, in Walter Hooper's collection, "The Business of Heaven," speaks about
"ClericalOneUp mans hi p. " “"Novelty, o0 he writes, A«
Every service ... works best éwhen we don'

This holiday season, what are the places where our minds wander? What is real to us?
What i s so real that we dondét even have to
(pause)

As long as you notice, and have to count the steps, you are not yet dancing, but only
learning to dance.

(pause)

A good shoe is a shoe you don't notice....

(pause)

Jesus, by his very nature, is interested in the lives of all people. He is so real about this.
He is interested in us as we are, and in all people as they are, and it is as he does this that
he truly is a bild of God.

PASTORAL PRAYER

Gracious and loving God, on this eve of a new year, we pause to sing of glory with the
angels to the newborn King, ever marveling at the magnitude of your lovefalase
prepared to take on our flesh and be born in theliest of circumstances. Each year,

the breadth of your love brings forth from us a response of piaisEsponse articulated

in and through worship, as we sing traditional carols and as we hear familiar words of
scripture-a response embodied in loviagd hospitable acts. We praise you for your
great gift of love-Jesus Christ, our Savior and Lord, who brings to birth in us love for
you, O God, and love for one another. On this, the last day of this year, as we look to a
new and unknown future, we knome can embrace the unknown with confidence,
because you have blessed our lives with your presence in Jesus Christ, and have
empowered us with your Spirit to face whatever the future holds. For these blessings we
offer our praise and thanksgiving in Jesushe. Amen.
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OFFERTORY PRAYER

O God, may we go forward into the coming year confident of your guidance and your

love that binds us together. Receive these gifts and the service of our lives as signs of our
thanksgiving. May everything we do, in word arekd, reflect our gratitude for the gift

of Jesus, our Savior and Lord, in whose name we pray. Amen.

*

Epiphany 1

Date: 12 January 1992

Titl e: ALIiving On Tiptoeo
Texts: Acts 8:1417, Luke 3:1517, 2122.

What do Christians have in common that can beststdod as the starting point of faith?
Is it an understanding of salvation? How about sanctification? What about Christian
perfection?

Many Christians ignore these terms. When was the last time that you had a serious
conversation with another church mesnlabout Christian perfection? Most Christians, |
suspect, hear these words from the pulpit, from time to time, and do their best with them.
But such words are seldom spoken by anyone other than ordained ministers, and very
little attention is given to the by anyone who hears them.

| think this is understandable. A great many stupid, inane things have been done by
Christians who thought they were fisaved. 0 Tho
great many unchristian attitudes. Countless wrongs heee fostered by the elitism of

those confident in their perfection. Time and time again, the world around us has suffered

a great deal from the seifyhteous.

Therefore, it is not surprising that we turn aside from teachings such as those in today's
lesons. Some of us would turn away from these teachings because of our personal
experiences. But, as Christians, all of us have one experience in common. Then, why not
pick IT as a starting point? All of us have had a common beginning in thedaith

baptisn.

Today we would remember the baptism of Jesus. We would also remember our own
baptism, even if we were baptized as infants. For someone, probably our parents, the time
of our baptism was a time of excitement.

Epiphany is a season of excitement. WhenApostle Luke recorded the story of the
baptism of Jesus, Luke told a story about excitement. There was an air of enthusiasm in
the Jordan valley. We read in one translation, "The people were on the tiptoe of
expectation.”
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The Jews had been expectinjlassiah. Each time a baby was born into a Jewish family,
the parents would look into the baby's eyes and ask prayerfully, "Could it possibly be that
our child might be the Messiah?" This went on for nearly 1,000 years.

Then along came John, the son of Z@tah and Elizabeth. He was different. His

preaching was different. He revived the old tradition of baptism, and many people went

to the banks of the Jordan River to be baptized by John. Many Jewish people wondered if
John was the Messiah. And the Aposilie records, "The people were on the tiptoe of
expectation, all wondering about John, whether perhaps he was the Messiah."

Have you ever stood around on tiptoe, expecting something wonderful?

Once in a while | watch the television show, Home Videbswve mixed feelings about

the show. Sometimes, it is obvious that a humorous effect was the result of someone's
misfortune and pain. But, one can usually watch with expectation. We know that
something is going to happen. And, for the sake of entertainimeye, cash prizes are

paid for the most mundane and often pathetic and sometimes cruel happenings. Then,
toward the end of the show, the top three contributors participate in a contest. The first
announcement is for the second place winner. Both theficsthird place contenders

brace themselves. Then the first place contestants are named and the third place folks
disappear forever. And we rejoice with the winner, or we sigh in sympathy for one of the
losers.

What if we all could be winners and live eygay on the "tiptoe of expectation?"

Christians don't need to gamble. And they don't need to stage cute, sometimes cruel
scenes for the entertainment of others. Why? Because Christians always live on the
"tiptoe of expectation.” The story of the baptisfmlesus reminds us of this.

| think it is interesting that the church has combined the season of Epiphany with the
celebration of the baptism of Jesus. When the two celebrations are combined, they
remind us that God has not forgotten us or forsaken ¢elwGod loves us, and God

sent his son Jesus into the world to show us that love. In the gospel of John we are
reminded that "God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who
believes in him may not perish but have eternal life."

Hurricanes, tornadoes and earthquakes devastate towns and cities. Planes crash.
Automobile accidents claim thousands of lives. Cancers and the Aids Virus creep into
human life and destroy it. The epidemic of drug and alcohol abuse continues to destroy
millions of lives. And we pause from time to time to wonder if God really cares. And we
pause again and remember the message of Epiphany: God does care! The hymn writer,
Malbie D. Babcock, had it right when he wrote:

This is my Father's world.
O let me ner forget,
That though the wrong seems oft so strong,



God is the ruler yet.

If God is in charge of the world, then | can stand on the tiptoe of expectation. You can
stand on the tiptoe of expectation.

God sent John. God sent Jesus. God sent youydundas a Christian, know that Jesus

was the Christ. You, as a Christian, know that Jesus is your Savior. So, you, as a
Christian, have an obvious advantage over those persons who went to the banks of the
Jordan River to hear John preach. You know abaugtispel of Jesus. You don't have to
wonder who your Savior is. You know! And there is no question of the importance and
meaning of your assurance: "Blessed assurance, Jesus is mine!" was the pronouncement
of an old gospel song. Can you make that clainy®dus heart that open? Do you know

that joy?

The joy of being a Christian is not magic. The joy of being a Christian is real!

Remember, Jesus was baptized by John. The disciples of John were good friends with the
disciples of Jesus. And, John and Jesugwe fact, cousins. The joy of this story is not
unrealistic. It is very close to home. This joy occurs in a real life situation among real
friends and relatives, all of whom were on tiptoe. This is a story about people who were
expecting something frotife.

Well! What about you? Do you expect something from life? If you go to a concert, don't
you expect something? If you go to a ball game, don't you expect something? Of course!
It's exhilarating. At a ball game the fans get excited and yell and dtresr.stand up and
shout. They loose themselves in their enthusiasm. They expect something.

Most of us do not remember anything from our baptism, because we were baptized as
infants. But, even then, someone expected something of our lives. Someone, on our
behalf, claimed the providential power of God. Someone recognized that God was in
control of the world, and that we and those who brought us into the world were not. And,
when THAT happened, lives were changed. Lives were opened. And God's guidance was
requested.

Are we afraid of what God might do with our lives? Are we frightened by the possibility
of life on a higher planeon tiptoe? | don't think so.

So, I challenge you this morning, during the last hymn, to pick out a phrase or two of
special interes and, as you sing that phrase, just lift yourselves up on tiptoe. Are you
ready? Pick a phraseé.

(We've a story to tell, we've a song to sing, we've a message to give, we've a Savior to
showé.)

Pick one, and sing it on tiptoe, as if you expect somgtifind then, take that feeling
into the week ahead.
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Epiphany 2

Date: 19 January 1991

Place: The Little Brown Church in the Vale

Titl e: AWhen Ordinary Things Fail o
Texts: Isaiah 62-b, |. Corinthians 12111, John 2:411

Week after week | have theiytege of presiding over very special ceremonies. Not too
long ago, just before a wedding ceremony, a bride, holding a quivering bouquet of
flowers, whispered to me, "This is the happiest day of my life;lbatso nervous."

Some days are like that; thare special. There are great days in all of our lives. Reflect

for a moment, won't you, on the most wondrous moments and principle occasions in your
life. Can you recall the most wonderful day? For me, such days are filled with
extraordinary hope and joy

Life involves many happy affairs: the birth of a child, family gatherings at Christmas, a
summer vacation, a graduation, a wedding d
genuine movement of hope and joy.

Is it any wonder then, that, in the N&wstament, the first sign of Christ's glory is
described in the context of a family gathering at a wedding? The scene is that-of a life
giving and radiant prologue to all the sto

Each of us probably has a parabway of reflecting on the biblical stories that describe
Christ's glory. But, what is the sign of the reality underlying each miracle story?
Basically this: When ordinary things fail, like the supply of wine at a wedding, or water
at a well, or bread ithe wilderness, then the lHgiving power of God can be manifest.

Of course, the hope and joy of a wedding day is expressed differently today than in the
past. In contemporary times, the relationship of a man and a woman is often valued more
for personbpleasure and individual satisfaction than for family and belonging.

Therefore, it might be difficult today for the newly married to relate to a story that
describes an unmarried woman as forsaken. But a careful reading of ancient law will
disclose thatre society of the time did not wish anyone to be forsaken. A widow left
childless, was to become the wife of the dead husband's brother. This would allow the
inheritance to be preserved, and the family was obligated to care for this person. This
ancient Jerish Law emphasized that no one of God's people is to be forsaken. The love in
our lives that is celebrated on a wedding day is to remain as something precious and
worth preserving.

Consider marriage vows. They are so profound. In order to emphasizerdiemndity, |
yet use the archaic pronouns, "thee and thou," in the wedding ceremony, not only in
addressing the Deity, but also in the couple's vows and pledges to each other. Why? No



other vows are more tender; none are more meaningful. No other pié¢adech |

know, will so radically shape and claim an individual. The two become one. A home is
born. A haven for a family is founded. A couple's place is situated. But, alas, in too many
marriages, and in so many lives, the wine fails.

Wine is a strongymbol. We might think of the use of wine, or its substitute, at the
communion table. Wine, in the Bible, is a symbol of hope and joy. It is the beverage of
choice for promises and toasts. In ancient Israel, it was the primary ingredient of a
wedding feastWine was so important to a feast that the chief steward was the one
entrusted with its selection. The steward ordered it. He was the first to taste it. He served
it. He poured it.

With this as background, let us join the party. It was a wedding dagna,@n Galilee.

Jesus and his mother and his disciples are present as guests. In the midst of the
celebration, a social calamity begins to unfo
have no more wine."

How did this happen? The story does not telhow this happened. Did the chief steward

order too little wine? Did Jesusodo fishermen d
appear than were expected? Whatever the reason, the wine supply failed, and the

wedding celebration would soon end. The par&g\@lmost over.

Every biblical story can be considered on several levels. This story seems to be three or
four levels deep. So, let's dig a little.

If the wine ran out, would this symbolize an end to the hope and joy of the celebration?
Yes! And life woud return to the ordinary.

In ancient times, as today, the marriage day is a day for a party. It is not an ordinary day.
But, for some reason, the wine fails.

From time to time life has closed in on each of us. The sparkle, the bubble of promise and
hopeand joy gets to the bursting point. The shine wears off. Dreams live on unrealized.
Promising ventures end in bankruptcy. Romances end with broken hearts. Marriages fail.
Leaders are voted out. Careers are crushed by layoffs.

And that is life, just as smmer falls down in autumn. Then autumn's splendor is buried
beneath the snows of winter. And each morning gives way to evening. The young body
grows old and slow. Every relationship ends, one way or another. What is the most
important thing in all this |# cycle? Is not the most important thing here the good gift of
those you love and of those who love you?

Our gospel lesson this morning carries with it a wonderful message-aidifelife in

Christ. This first miracle story is a story of hfgving power and glory. The disciples are
changed people. People's fears are transformed into faith. Sadness is turned into joy. The
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presence of Christ in the lives of these people changes the ordinary into the glorious. The
water becomes wine!

As individuals, as mmbers of a branch of Christ's Church, we and all who minister in

Christ's name, will be helped if we, too, can learn not to let the failures and needs of this
world define our agenda. God is never indifferent to need. Jesus proved this. Jesus took

his maching orders from fulfilled truth, not from emptiness. It was God's infinite power,

not humankind's finite predicament, that <c
showed forth his glory.

Sometimes the wine runs out, but as the essayist, Montaigne, WAdtenever your life

ends, it is all there. The advantage of living is not measured by length, but by use: some

[ people] have |lived | ong and Iived very I
will, not in the number of years, for youhave lived enough.”

If we dig deep enough into this truth we may also conclude that the best is always to be.
Recognize the temporary for what it is and celebrate the temporary. As the Apostle Paul
once wrote, "Forgetting what lies behind and strainimgdod to what lies ahead, | press

on toward the goal for the prize of the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus.” This was
Paul's way of saying that the best is yet to be.

Take advantage of today. Don't overreact. Don't focus on problems and needsldf you
you will take them into tomorrow. Today, use every common and ordinary thing in your
life to the fullest. If there is emptiness in your life, just let it go. Dare to believe that the
best is yet to be. For with God, there is always more.

Let us pray.

Almighty God, we praise you today because your love never ends, because your truth
endures forever. You know who we are and from where we have come today. Some of us
are numbered among the faithful. Some of us are half faithful, some unfaithful. Some of
us are still strong and confident because we have plenty. Some of us fear failure. Some of
us are embarrassed because failure has already found us.

But now we are before you, and we pray the same prayer. You have created each of us,
and all of us. Our live are alike in the transient and temporary ways of humanity. Our
need for your grace is the same, for we all have sinned. We all must end this life alone.
Therefore, hasten to hear us; be quick to heal and to forgive, and send forth your truth.
Fill us with your Spirit and save us through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

*

Epiphany 3

Date: 26 January 1992

Title: "Resources To Last a Lifetime"
Text: Luke 4:1421
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In the fourth chapter of the gospel according to Luke, Jesus announces the coming of a
new age. 8me of those who hear him do not understand, some are surprised, some are
happy, and many are angry.

Consider the scene for a moment. Jesus is in his hometown. He has not been in his
hometown for a while. Luke records that Jesus went to church "as toscwas on the

Sabbath day." Jesus was a churchgoer. He was also recognized as a rabbi, or teacher, and
he was highly respected in the towns of Galilee. In his hometown synagogue, everyone
spoke well of him, and the few comments that are quoted are timgréSay, isn't that

Joe the carpenter's son?"

Some found Jesusd6 message challenging and
offensive. | suppose the problem we are dealing with here, is the problem of really

getting to know the person who declared\erd of God with such fresh insight and

meaning.

Who is this person? "Oh, that's Joe's son." WBHt's fine, but how do we find new
ways for the historical person, Jesus, to fit into our modenstiie? As C. S. Lewis
wrote in his bookSurprised B Joy,Jesus is "a transcendental interferer.”" (REPEAT)
Those who meet Jesus don't know what to do with him and don't know what to do
without him.

The people in Jesusd6 hometown of Nazareth
and sang praises UNTIL higords rankled their feelings. It was OK for Jesus to read the
scripture lesson in church, but when he identified himself personally with the message,

that was too much. For many reasons, Jesus did not fit in. The gospels tell us so. It's not
easy to fit &sus into human experience.

When Jesus read from the scriptures about loving our enemies, announcing good news to
the poor, releasing prisoners, restoring sight to the blind, and freeing broken victims, that
was acceptable. When he said that he was doidg those things, however, a great

many people decided that THEY suddenly did not have the time, the concern or the
energy to stoop to the needs of the poor, the maimed, the lame, the blind, and the outcast.

i nt

had

Alf Jesus wants t @edcd tmeatt,o fdiond,halduytd dvars' tt he

Yes, people admired Jesus when Jesus visited his hometown. People admire Jesus today,
but only from a distance. Many gave him lip service then, and many still do. Some
occasionally offer him a helping handjtbmost do not find a place where he fits in. So,

we might ask ourselves, "Where does Jesus fit in?"

One thing that is very clear in the gospels is that Jesus fit in where he was invited. This
followed the pattern of his teachings about God. He saidabdtloved to invite us to be

in relationship and friendship. The New Testament has preserved a number of teachings
on this subject. Jesus talked about a king who gave a party for his son. The invitations
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went out, but the people refused to come. Why? Matthave the following reasons: the
people made light of the invitation "and went away, one to his farm, another to his
business, while the rest seized his slaves, mistreated them, and killed them."

The Apostle John gave us a classic picture of Jesusrggaaicthe door of the human
heart, knocking and waiting for an invitat
care?o0

Most people who are reluctant to invite Jesus into their lives are not strangers; they are
people who have heard about Jequenpk like you and me. Yes. Jesus is loving and
caring; Jesus is also very critical, very demanding, and very judgmental. Well, so are
most of the people we call friends. Who is more critical, more demanding, and more
judgmental, than our friends? They woulat be our friends if they did not believe in us,
nor could we be a friend without believing in our friends. There are some things about
our friends, are there not, that we see more clearly than even our friends see. And our
friends see more in us than wepably see in ourselves, or want to see. They are not
strangers.

Friends fit in where they are accepted. And they are accepted because they fit in. Which,

| think leads us to a startling conclusion. Generally speaking, we accept persons who look
like us,act like us, and think like us. In our-salled free society we talk about pluralism,

and openness. In what was the Soviet Union there is much talk about GLASNOST. This
is a step in the right direction. But our human acceptance is, usually, very exclusiv
because we accept what we like.

We try to accept Jesus. We try to accept thegifeng Spirit of God into our lives as
Jesus did. But we can wind up being so exclusive.

In the past, ministers were often asked to offer invocations at high schoohtioad and

at a host of school and community programs and events. | recall a story, from my college
days, about a minister who was asked to offer an invocation at a college football game. In
the prayer, he invited God to take time from his busy schedwiatch the football

game. When the minister finished the prayer, the telephone rang in the booth at the top of
the bleachers, where the minister had offered the prayer over the PA system. The minister
answered the phone. "Hello," he said.

The voice on ta other end responded with, "Hello. This is God, uh, what channel?"

We have difficulty accepting God into our lives, but God accepts us unconditionally.
Jesus knew that he was accepted by God, and Jesus wanted everyone to know the same
truth.

Another ineresting statement in the New Testament is also about the time Jesus spent in

Nazareth, his hometown. We read in Matthew, "[Jesus] did NOT do many deeds of
power there, because of their unbelief.” Where people allowed Jesus to use God's gifts,
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there were deds of power. Where the people did not allow Jesus to use God's gifts, not
much happened.

So, let me ask you two questions. Have you ever given a gift that was not appreciated?
Do you remember how you felt?

Do you remember being in a situation wherengitts were appreciated and eagerly
accepted? That is a very different feeling,

All of us live on the same planet, but those two experiences are worlds apart. Most of the
time we can get through life on our own wits. However, there will comestiwhen we

need resources greater than our own. So, accept the gift. Open the door, and you will
have the resources to last a lifetime.

Let us pray.

Eternal God, we are privileged to come into your presence with thanksgiving and praise.
You have preciosly given the gift of life to us, and you have allowed us to have freedom
of choice and chance. You have invited us to express our concerns and have generously
involved yourself in those areas where you are invited, needed, and accepted. Thank you
for being sensitive to our freedom and for refusing to break in, manipulate, and control.

When we take time to know you, we are surprised at your graciousness and love. Thank
you for trusting us to work out our own salvation. And yet, we realize that theregata g
need for your involvement in our lives. We need to know that your ultimate plan cannot
be aborted; that faith, hope, and love are eternal; and that history has meaning and
purpose. We need you to be involved in the political arena to aid those whesleabe
people of integrity, to give guidance to assemblies and institutions that they may be
worthy of their names, and to instruct us in the ways of peace and good will.

We invite you to be a part of our world and to use your gifts to bring usreateg
understanding of Jesus Christ, that we may enthusiastically answer his call to follow in
his say. Through your leadership, may new doors of opportunity open to us, new roads of
purpose lead us further down the road of life, and new insights ldadytsater

fulfillment. In your holy name we pray. Amen.

*

Epiphany 4

Date: 02 February1992

Titl e: ANot Yesterday, Not Someday, Today! o
Texts: Jeremiah 1:40, |. Corinthians 1313, Luke 4:2130
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As | was reviewing the lessons for today, | recalledldrrugged poem from my first
year in college. It is rather terrible. But it is the sort of thing that meant something to me
at a special time in my life:

to do,

before it should,

the day before then,

when there is time before,
for it never can be doneain,
and be to do

Isn't that ghastly! But, at the time, my life needed some discipline. It was my first time
away from home, and the freedom, and the studies, and a stunning brunette seemed to
demand more time than God had created. There was so muzledctd day. Would | be
properly prepared for the next class? Could | party a little on the weekend, or did | need
to spend all weekend in the library just catching up?

In retrospect, | suppose my poem might have been some kind of subconscious reaction to
all the analytical studies that were being crammed into my brain, in order to alert me to
the fact that tomorrow never really comes. Tomorrow never comes, but freshman do not
think that way. Do old people think that way? | am not sure. Perhaps only ragitie

people think that way? This week | was thinking that way! In a sense, tomorrow never
comes.

| had been meditating on this subject all week. Then, yesterday it struck me, and, as |

prayed about the events of the coming week, | knew that tomorrow woild. And yet,
something else inside of me was telling me
is happening nowo that really makes a diff
to the distant future benefits no one and costs little.

| recall a story about a restaurant manager who dared to advertise with a big sign that
said, "Free lunch tomorrow!" He then left the sign up for a week, and tomorrow did not
come, and he lost quite a few customers because of {psaatical joke.

The Word & God is never like that, although some weak substitutes are. God's Word is
immediate and compelling. It is eventful; it is happening now. We experience the

immediacy of God's Word in simple things, even, as | would declare as a former college
Englishinst uct or, in the experience of a Al angu:
happening?0 It is a word event. Here are a

Hello, how are you? Won't you please come in? Please, have a seat. You're fired.

These are word events. They change things. They mdKérence. They are
immediate. When they happen, they happen NOW.
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Last week we considered a story about the
his hometown. The big TO®O happened on the Sabbath. Jesus went to church as was his
custom, and waasked to read the appointed text from the prophet Isaiah: "The spirit of

the Lord is upon me. He has sent me to announce good news to the poor, release to the
prisoners, sight to the blind..."

Jesus read great words of hope, words of promise, words whised those wearied by

life, words which looked into God's new day, when fortunes would be reversed and God's
people would be free. And while those potent words still hung heavy in the air, Jesus, the
hometown boy, rolled up the scroll, handed it toatiendant, sat down in the teacher's
chair, and said, "Today, this text, which you have just heard, has come true."

According to the gospel of Luke, the first
"Today." The kingdom is present Today! Not tomorrdlet someday. The word to
Jesusd hometown congregation, and perhaps

As we might expect, the response to this startling announcement was mixed. Some
murmured approval, excited perhaps by the suggestion that God's activeyhimntian

arena is not just a memory, not just an empty hope, but a living story that shapes us and
identifies us and confirms our experiences of God in our midst, even today.

Today, the Lord is our Shepherd. Today, God will give rest to the weary andaine h
laden. Today, the gentle of spirit are blessed. Today the merciful receive mercy. Today
the pure in heart see God.

But the admiration was not universal nor was it Mingd. In short order the
conversation would take a nasty turn. They ran Jesusf doivn.

My sense is that in the world in which we live, Jesus is not so much opposed as he is
dismissed. Today, most people would not claim to be against Jesus. They would not stone
him, crucify him, or push him off a cliff. They are more dangerousyigeore him.

They dismiss him.

In his hometown, they dismissed him with, "Isn't that Joe and Mary's boy?" Out of town
people would learn that Jesus was from Nazareth and say, "Can anything good come out
of Nazareth?"

So, who is Jesus: the boy next ddbg stranger, a friend, a new comer? Who is Jesus to
us, who know him so well?

Let us pray.
O God, the story of Jesus is a story that shapes us and identifies us and confirms our
experiences of you in our midst, even today. It is a living story, nbajogemory. For

this we thank you. May we not simply murmur our approval of this story, but, instead,
show it forth through our lives as Jesus did. Amen.
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Epiphany 5

Date: 08 February 1998

Titl e: AThe Pain of Answered Prayero
Texts: Isaiah 6B, Psalml38, I. Corinthians 15:11, Luke 5:111

All three of the lessons we heard this morning share the same theme. Isaiah has a vision
of God in the Temple and he does not know what to do. Paul is changed by his
experience of the risen Christ, and Simon Pstes himself in contrast to the holiness of
Christ. All three persons were seeking something, but, when they got it, they were
overwhelmed.

Isaiah, prayed for light. When his prayer was answered, he was scared out of his wits in
the presence of God's gjo Paul prayed for an understanding of the resurrection of

Jesus. When the risen Christ appeared to Paul, Paul's life was so radically changed that he
struggled to find words to explain what happened to him. Simon, a fisherman, was an
incredulous persomut one who was willing to take a chance, so when Jesus told Simon

to cast out his nets one more time, and the results were amazing, Simon hardly knew

what to do.

When holiness comes commanding and calling, lives are changed. But the changes can
sometimede painful because of the intensity of overwhelming circumstances.

There is an old tale about a Scotsman who lived along the shores of Loch Ness. He was
an avid fisherman, as well as an avid atheist. He fished on the Loch every day of his life,
and usudy caught something. One day, his luck was not with him. Nothing was biting.

He thought to himself, oh, just one more cast. As soon as his lure hit the water, something
smashed into his boat with such a force that he was thrust into the sky. As gradvitg too
hold, the atheist fisherman, who probably didn't even believe in gravity up until this

point, was soon headed downward, headfirst, directly into theegda mouth of the

Loch Ness Monster. Instinctively, he cried out, "Oh, God, save me!" Sudtié&nhody

stopped in mid air. He was frozen in time and space. There he remained, above-the wide
open mouth of the monster.

A resonant, low voice began to rumble through the clouds, which finally bellowed out, "I
thought that you didn't believe in me."

The fisherman looked up, and then looked down, and answered, "I thought that | didn't
believe in the Lock Ness Monster either."

During the early years of my ministry, after serving a wonderful congregation for several

years, | decided to apply for a positithat had just become open. Such a position would
allow me to concentrate in an area of ministry for which | was specially trained and well
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prepared. | applied, sent my dossier, and was asked to come for an interview, after which
| prayed and prayed thhtnight get that position. Then, Mary and | together were asked
to come for another interview. | prayed more and more that such a position would be
God's will for me during the next phase of my ministry. Then, one day | received a
telephone call. Yes, atter will also be coming, but the call preceded it to break the

news. | still remember my response: "Dear God, now what am | going to do?" | was
overwhelmed with joy for such an opportunity, but then there was the packing, the
moving, and the goodbyes. Thevas no parsonage, but, instead, a housing allowance.
We would need to buy a house, which meant that we would need to look for a house to
buy, and Mary and | had never done these things before. What do we do next? What do
we do first?

Oh, the pain of aswered prayer!

All of us, | assume, have worked hard for something. Perhaps it was physical work, and

our bodies ached. Perhaps it was mental work, and our minds ached from over

stimulation, or lack of sleep. Perhaps we have stood in a line for hosed, iora waiting

room, only to be told that we will need to wait even longer. Our prayer at such times, if

we had one at all, might have been, A0 God,

Perhaps that was the feeling Simon Peter had after ansiiganight of fishing. "Just
throw your nets in one more time," said Jesus.

"Master," replied Simon, in polite biblical language, "we were hard at work all night and

caught nothing.”" When | read these words in context, they sound something like, "excuse
me," or, fAare you kidding, 0 with undertones
that effort, and nothing! We know how life goes, do we not? We work and work and

work, and sometimes at the end of the day it all adds up to nothing.

Perhaps some of ydwave worked on community projects. You took around petitions,
you enlisted volunteers, you talked to civic organizations, wrote letters to the paper,
worked on fund raising, and then some jerk, who has never contributed anything to the
community, shows upt a town council meeting along with a bunch of griping protesters
who try to shoot down the whole project, and you wongleu wonder, "Why, after we
have worked all these week#&/HY did we even bother?" And the one sure thing you do
not need at such ties, is someone standing over you, saying, "If at first you don't
succeed, try, try again,” which was exactly what Jesus said to Simon.

"OK, if you say so," says Simon, probably more out of exhaustion than compliance, "one
more time."

So, Simonletsdowh he nets one more ti me, or , as Count

once! 0 One more try! Just one more creative
loose. And WOW! The nets were so full that they nearly fell apart, and the tired and

grumpy fishemen couldn't even drag them in. When they finally got the fish into the

boats, the boats started to sink. And again | think the biblical language seems to be a little

27¢

(0]

t



weak here, or shall | say a little too tame for fishermen. | would rather have Simon Pete
say to Jesus, "Get out of here!" And have Jesus kindly reply, "Oh, relax. You wanted
fish? You got fish!"

Recall the times when you thought you were defeated, and you had no more strength to
carry on. But you did. Remember the bitter times, when yoe wanvinced that you

could not forgive. But you did. Recall the times that you had given all you could and you
could give no more. But you did. Recall the dangerous times, when you lacked the
courage to stick your neck out for what was right. But you did.

If we can think back on those times, and consider all that has been best in our lives, we
can discover that we were not alone. There was something there that was more than our
ability, helping us say to ourselves, "one more try," and answering oursetlie5QK,

if you say so."

Those were times when holiness came calling, and our lives were changed. Those were
times of Amazing Grace, which remind us that it is truly amazing what God can do with
just a little bit of obedience on our part.

Amen.
*
Epiphany 6
Date: 16 February 1992
Titl e: ACongratul ati onso

Text: Luke 6:1726

| assume that every churgoing Christian knows the Sermon on the Mount, which is
presented in the gospel according to Matthew, but | do not assume that every church
going Christan knows the Sermon on the Plain. Every time | refer to the Sermon on the
Plain, as it is found in the gospel according to Luke, eyebrows usually go up and eyeballs
roll.

The two are parallel. Lukebs versiwsn, howe
rambling version is one hundred and seven verses. Personally, | prefer Luke's shorter
sermon, which focuses on four blessings and four woes that mirror each other: those of

the poor versus those of the rich, those of the hungry versus those otthdliitise of

the weeping versus those of the laughing, and those of the rejected versus those of the
accepted. Luke simply provides "blessings"”
statements of fact.

The statements are not suggestions on how toowvepourselves. They are not a list of
problems to be avoided. They are statements of fact. They are performative statements



that do what they say and make into reality the way of life presented in the statements.
They are, simply, either congratulatiorrscarses.

You are either blessed or you are cursed! Today! Right now! Period! And that is that!
Oh my!

For this reason, Lukebébs sermon is the more un
with a great many things that we learn only indirectly. Jesuseter, took the time to
tell people about these matters directly. Oh my!!

Most of us live with and around people who never tell us anything directly. They

probably think they are being kind, caring, and sensitive, but the things that people do not
tell us are just as important as the things they do tell us. Likewise, the things we admit to
ourselves are usually at least as important as the things we deny.

Recently, a friend of mine, about my age, who is overweight, equally over the hill, out of

shape, wth high blood pressure, went to have a physical examination. He knew he had

gained weight, had not kept to his exercise routine, etc. His doctor said to him, "l see you

have gained a little weight over the Christmas holidays and your blood pressutids a li

high. I would like to hear about where you have been and what you have been doing with
yourself. o6 The physicianbs gentle words went

Later, after the examination, the doctor was more direct: "Unless you loose some weight,
exercise regularly, and cut out the fat and salt in your diet, you will die at a young age
with a massive heart attack just like your father. You can continue to overlook the reality
of your physical condition or you can do something about it. The cleoj@rs to

make!"

The doctor's soft words did not have any impact, but the hard words struck home, and my
friend knew from the harsh, confronting words that his doctor was right. He also knew
that whatever he did now might help to prevent a heart attaalstroke later in life.

| am not over weight, but | have my own health problems and sloppy habits that affect

my physical condition. | know that | should make certain changes in my life style as |

grow older, but | also know that | am very human, aedwmans do not like to make
changes in our daily routines even after someone points out the benefits for us. Somehow
it is easier not to worry about tomorrow by simply living for today. But Jesus said,
"Blessings to you who make changes and woe to youdvban 6 t . 0

Today we are standing flboted, listening to the Sermon on the Plain, and trying to
decide i f we wil/ be blessed or chall enged in
congratulations or his curses. Which will it be?

| once served as a filh pianist at a very fine restaurant in lllinois that was owned by
friends of mine. All of the waiters and waitresses were singers and they performed for the

28C



diners every evening. One very busy weekend, the small, exclusive restaurant, which was
usually filed with quiet, sophisticated couples expecting to enjoy the unhurried
atmosphere of gracious hospitality, was, instead, half occupied by parents with young
children. The restaurant boasted that nothing was prepared ahead; everything was
prepared from satch, thus the evening was usually very long and very pleasant for those
who have the time and money to enjoy such a place. But young children do not have the
patience of their parents, nor should they be expected to have such patience.

Wel | , ¢é zerbwereaqrvedand the parents desperately tried to keep their
children occupied. The musicians kept performing, much to the joy of the children, but
soon the place became rather noisy. Children began to cry, and then to scream, and the
parents were vergdgy. Some took their children for a walk, then returned and tried to

eat something before the next episode. By the time the main courses for the first seating
were being brought out from the kitchen, the quaint and usually quiet dining room was in
a stae of chaos.

One older couple got up and left in a huff. Another older man with a bushy head of curly
silver hair left his wife at the table, dashed out and returned shortly thereafter with a big
paper sack. Without a word, he began to blow up long ba|dwisted them into

figures, and offered them to each of the children. Everyone watched the magic quietly
and ooooed and ahhhed and laughed.

Every person of every age suddenly changed. The room was filled with cats, dachshunds,
poodles and otherdogsleag , el ephants, monkeys and gir a
made for the pianist (me), who then sorted through his music to pick out the theme from
Sesame Street.

(dd, dd, dd, detid, dd, dd,dd,dd d, Sunny Day, &.)

The balloon man blessed the place. Blessethe balloon man! Congratulations to the
balloon man!

Sometimes we cannot blot out the chaotic world around us, but we can change it; we can
make it better.

So it was with my overweight, owif-shape friend. He quickly found that regular

exercise ana healthy diet made him feel better, and his life was changed, and the lives
of the people around him were changed. So, congratulations to that doctor! And
congratulations to my friend! People who eat well and exercise regularly, not only feel
better, theyalso suffer less from stress. They cope better. And they have more hope.

Blessings or woes? Congratulations or curses? Which will it be?

Christds congratul ati ons a-preduaseofthoveneliveed. T
our lives today.
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Let us pay.

Lord God, we have done nothing to earn your favor. Therefore, may we so order our lives
that we may be ready to receive your congratulations as theodycts of the way we
conduct our daily lives. Amen.

Epiphany 7

Date: 23 February 1992

Title:AHumani tyés Constant FIl uxo
Texts: Genesis 45:B1, 15. |. Corinthians 15:338, 4250. Luke 6:2738.

An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth, is the way most of the world responds to evil.

This past week the media carried yet one more story from itiéléd/East of the terrible
vengeance that violence brings. Retribution and punishment are the favored responses to
wrongdoing and crime. This is the primary purpose of prisons. This is why we still have a
few Neanderthals advocating capital punishment.

The New Testament, however, is filled with the imperative, "Do not repay evil for evil."
Paul wrote this to the Christians in Rome. The writer of Hebrews, and the writer of I.
Peter wrote the same thing. "Do not repay evil for evil" is a familiar concept to
Christians, but it is not common practice.

Those who study law, know that "an eye for an eye" was a law designed by primitive

humans to prevent excessive punishments for crimes. Today, however, society has a rule

of law that is more complex, but the puspds the same. In the United States, as in most

Western nations, the legal system has evolved into a system that punishes the crime, and

not the criminal. Here, thieves do not have their right hands chopped off. Instead, thieves

are sentenced to prisondafined. This marks a real movement toward the realization of

the command, ALove your enemies, o0 that is not
countries.

But, as far as justice is concerned, the world is in a constant state of flux.

In his book,Love a Perish Dr. Smiley Blanton refers to humanity's constant flux

between peace and war, achievement and destruction, and prosperity and poverty.
Blanton illustrates his point with the philosopher Schopenhauer's view of hurthaity

we are like a herd ofgscupines huddling together to keep warm in cold weather. If
porcupines get too close, their quills prick and give pain to one another. If they get too far
apart, they freeze to death. Only constant shifting can enable them to determine what
position will avoid both extremes.
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How then does one move from hostility to hospitality, and from treachery, betrayal, and

il will, to sympathy, empathy, trust and
even more demanding i mper astaiiwe: 6fMYo ke ylreaVvfeo r
and a tooth for a tooth.d But, | say to yo

cheek, and go the extra mile."

These are interesting words, because there is only one more cheek, and nothing is
mentioned about going twextra miles. And yet, even as the advice is limited in its
generosity to the enemy, these words move us beyond the familiar concept of, "Do not
repay evil for evil,” to something that is not only uncommon, but, in the real, everyday
world, almost unheardfo

We live in a world where Christian principles and high ethics are not thi where

even good manners and common human decency are foreign. We may talk about love in
the ways the Bible talks about love, but where is that love operating in the ré& wor
People talk more about rights than about ethics, and they usually talk more about ethics
than they talk about love. They simply assume that all of the constitutional rights
guaranteed to citizens of the United States belong to them.

How do people rebt love their neighbors today? Most people love their neighbors by
being nice to the people who are nice to them. Therefore, what they call love, is nothing
more than a form of enlightened sglferest.

So, what then happens when someone does sometairgus or against someone we
love?

If you do not exceed the speed limit by at least ten miles per hour these days, usually the
driver in the car behind you will try to urge you to drive faster. Right? What is your usual
reaction to that?

| like to usemy cruise control on open roads. One thing that really annoys me is to have
someone tailgate me for several miles, eventually pass me, and then proceed at a speed
slower than what | was doing before | was passed. (At such moments | often think about

oned James Bondds cars with rocket | auncher
it.)

Then, to make matters worse, along comes Jesus, who, instead of comforting me, joins in
the assault by saying, fiLove your enemies.
Or does it?

First of all, Jesus affirms the fact that we have enennezd enemies. Have you ever

taken that presumption seriously? Most of the time we cover up the fact of our enemies

by avoiding them and by trying to be nice to them, because we wapiegde be nice to

us. We forget that we have enemies. That is not good, because we need to know who they
are.
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Jesus is not interested in ethics here. Jesus is not interested in our kind of love for one
another. Jesus is not interested in our individiglts. He most certainly is not interested
in our opinions. He is not interested in our relationships. He is not interested in our
calculating, subtle forms of enlightened selerest.

JESUSIS INTERESTED IN OUR BEING INTERESTED IN THE INTERESTS OF
OUR ENEMIES. Why? Because they are our enemies! Not because they are our friends
or even potential friends, but because they are our enemies!

One of the greatest of modern theologians, Carl Barth, put it this way: "Love your

enemies" is not a call for some-gooding. Nor is it a call for us to exercise, through the
strength of our own will power, extraordinary
Jesus' words as advice to Jesus' disciples. He writes: "Love your enemies is a marching

order never to allow regtion or opposition which they [the disciples of Christ] encounter

to divert them from their accepted role as witnesses of the Kingdom."

Jesus was saying that we must be singileded only in one wayonly as we are
witnesses for the Kingdom of God iretlwvorld. No matter what the world is doing, no
matter what the world is doing to us, no one has the right to be-gimigtked except in
this one senseas one is being a witness for the Kingdom of God in the world.

That might create enemies. Therefore,mest know who our enemies are and treat them
as such. We don't have to like them; we do have to love them.

God's word for us today is simple. It is unqualified. It is straight and to the point. And it
is difficult. But, apparently, God thinks we are woitt

Let us pray.

Sustain us, O God, in doing what you command and in avoiding what is destructive to us
and to the communities in which we live. Amen.

*

The Last Sunday After Epiphany

Date: 01 March 1992

Title: "New Forms for the Common Life"

Texts:Exodus 34:2985, Il. Corinthians 3:1:2:2, Luke 9:2836

One day, long ago, a humble carpenter's son from Nazareth, on his way to an uncertain
future, was at prayer on a mountain. While praying, he was transfigured. The story of that
transfiguration incldes references to the great Old Testament figures, Moses and Elijah,
but the glory of the story rests on Jesus. It is a story about things appearing in a new light.
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Jesus had a change in appearance, but also a noticeable change in his disposition, which
is difficult to imagine.

Can you recall the power of your imagination when you were a child? A child's
imagination can make things into new forms. | suppose that is why, as we get older, we
continue to be entertained by the television. We, too, can wiottkeey. We, too, can fly

to exotic lands. We, too, can be clever, humorous, and-lgo&dg.

But then we | ook in the mirror, andd when
to use words from the Apostle Paulhere is no evidence that WE are lgeiransformed
from "splendor to splendor."

We are often more under the influence of our dreams and fantasies than we imagine.
Therefore, we should not misunderstand Paul, because, according to Paul, we are to be
the mirror, not the image. There is a biffetence between being the image and being

the mirror, that is, between observing ourselves and reflecting the image of someone or
something else. As J. B. Phillips translates Paul's words, we are to "reflect like mirrors
the glory of the Lord."

Some peple try to be the image; some try to be the mirror.

Think of the difference this way: two people are falling in love and are getting ready for a
date with each other. Before the date, both fuss with their appearance. They keep
returning to the mirror aviey dress and fix their hair. Nothing is right. As long as they

are preoccupied with their own images, doubt and concern shadow their eyes.

Then, at last, they join each other's company. The faces that had peered into the mirror,
charting every blemish anwrinkle, are transfigured in the presence of each other. The
eyes shine. The lines of concern relax into natural smiles. The clothes feel more
comfortable as the bodies adjust to a posture of confident joy. The two people are no
longer obsessed with tl@wn selfimage in the mirror. They have become themselves a
mirror of their beloved: they have not lost their individuality and identity, but they each
reflect back delight, joy, concern, and affection for the other person.

This analogy has its limitgut it ilumines what Paul meant when he said, "We all reflect
as in a mirror the splendor of the Lord; thus we are transfigured into his likeness, from
splendor to splendor; such is the influence of the Lord who is Spirit."

This may not happen on thediirdate. But if two people who are in love have more than a
passing infatuation, then their initial radiance will deepen and mellow through the years.
It can and it will develop "from splendor to splendor.”

This happens also in enduring friendships. figens on a larger scale in families and
also in communities.
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There are, however, times of stress and conflict in all human relationships. When we
encounter them, if we do not want to break up, or crack up, we use more formal ways of
relating, and there \Wwisdom in such behavior. There are times when the heart is too
tender and wounds are too raw to risk our usual familiarity.

We live by the law of our relationships, but not by their spirit or their grace. No
friendship, no marriage, no community can aursttself indefinitely on law, even on
divine law. Life is too sad, too happy, too complex, and too unpredictable for that.
Instead, we must live by the Spirit, for "where the Spirit of the Lord is there is liberty."

The liberty of faith is not the liber to do whatever we darn well please. The liberty of
faith is the liberty that comes from reflecting the grace and love od Giogl liberty of
lovers and friends to be mirrors of each other, to reflect all that is best in each other.

We may never realizeur dreams, and we may never embody the televised fantasies of

mass culture, and we may never win the lottery, but if we rely on the grace and Spirit of

the Lord, then we will find that we are being "transfigured" into the likeness of the Lord.

This is a netamorphosis not unlike that of a butterfly; it is more wonderful than our most

extravagant dreams, and more satisfying than television's most luxurious version of the
good | ife. (As a sign in the officeasof a frie
the end of the world, the butterfly sees as t

We will not see this metamorphosis in the morning mirror. We will not be able to record

it on video any more than the writers of the New Testament could capture the

transfiguration of Chrisupon the mountain. But we will sense and feel the
transfiguration of our common |ife in our wor
claim will be our own: "We all reflect as in a mirror the splendor of the Lord; thus we are

transfigured into hifikeness, from splendor to splendor; such is the influence of the Lord

who is Spirit."

Let us pray.

O God, may we be people of faith. Give to us now what Jesus had: a faithful heart, and
the determination to reflect your splendor. Amen.

*

Ash Wednesday

Date: 25 February 1998
Meditation

Text: Matthew 6:514

AConcerning al msgiving: don't show off, and d
don't look dismal in order to impress others. Your heavenly Father who sees in secret will
knowthatyouaredo;m t hese things and no one el se needs
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AAnd when you pray, pray privately, 0 sai
the point cover the basics, and the detai
My brief meditation this eveningisoes us 6 words i n the gospel

Obviously his words are about private prayer and not about public prayer, as in public
worship. They focus our attention on the importance of creating a personal prayer
environment wherein we may be intimatghnGod.

| recall a Dennis the Menace cartoon from years ago, in which Dennis is kneeling at the
side of his bed, with his hands folded, and his head bowed, offering his evening prayers.
His mom is looking in on this touching scene from Dennis's bedrammay.

"Thank you for my home, and for my mom and
my friends, etc., etc., etc.... AMEN."

Dennis then climbs into bed; his mom switches off the light and closes the door, leaving
Dennis alone in the darkness. Deralimbs back out of bed, kneels beside it, folds his
hands once again and says, "Now that we're alone...!"

So many of us allow ourselves to be subject to distractions while we pray, and there are
so many distractions. Even the people closest to us caragtay from us the precious
privacy we need in prayer.

The season of Lent reminds us, among many other things, that we need to take some time
to be holy once in a while. We might not n
need a few special momentn a regular basis.

It's a communications thing! Communication problems are problems we have all our
lives. Is not life, in a sense, one big communication problem? Is not all of life involved
with trying to articulate what we know and feel with our sges) with family members
and friends, or with others at a meeting, or in a speech or lecture?

Therefore, | would like to close with a meditation on our Lord's brief prayer and ask you

to consider doing likewise as you use this model prayer in your desdatiaing the

season of Lent.

First, the opening words: AOur Father, who
When we address God as "Father," we accept one of the greatest gifts that Jesus could
bestow upon us: the realization that God really caressoGod is not an abstraction;

God is our father.

AThy kingdom come. 0

When we pray these words, we commit ourselves to help make the kingdomtaome



help bring about a world in which justice, freedom, goodwill and love are the controlling
forces.

ATy || be done, on earth as it is in heaven.o

By bringing earth and heaven together in one phrase, we affirm that eternal life is here
and now, which affirms the essence of our Christian faith.

AGive us this day our daily bread. o

Here we affirm the unitpf the material and the spiritual, both of which we need for
wholeness, and for both of which we are dependent upon God.

AAnd forgive us our trespasses (or debts, or
us. o

We have sinned, we have made saniads, and we have disappointed and sometimes
hurt others. We need a new start, and praying these words opens the door to a new day.

AAnd | ead us not into temptation but deliver

We need God's leadership. It is so easy to make decisicer &aisrely on our own
whims and wishes and weak wisdom. In true humility, we ask for God's guidance.

AFor thine is the kingdom, and the power, and

*

Lent 1

Date: 01 March 1998

Title: AThe War Raging In Every Lifebo
Text: Luke4:1-13

"One does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of
God."

The wilderness story is alluring and devilishly subtle. The story haunts us, and a talking

devil may tempt us to view today's gospel lesson as a storyahaitthing to do with

reality. But, then we listen to the speeches in this lesson, and we know iBisttisie

al ways trueé. The voices otédstedveicepdf ati on are th
temptation.

TEMPTATION IS TEMPTATION! We know it happens. Théoee, we churckgoing
folk pray week after weeksome of us day after daylead us not into temptation.”
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Surely, the temptation of the wilderness of life is real to us, but we still deny it. Someday
we will live twenty miles removed from sin, and at ke@s miles away from temptation.

Since we can't live there right away, however, perhaps we will at least be able to send our
children to college there. | am saying this, of course, with my tongue firmly planted in

my cheek, as a parent who lives in a tafisome 1,300 beings, whose son is a

sophomore on a state university campus of some 24,000 beings. In which community do
you think the temptation of the wilderness is greater?

| have officiated at the weddings of numerous couples who have told me sefdhes
postcollege adventures into the big business world outside of lowa. Soon, disillusioned,
they returned to lowa in order to pursue an idealistieslijée in the place of their birth,

only to find that lowa, after high school, is no differewinfranywhere else in the big

world, except, perhaps, that there are fewer jobs here, and that the wages are lower, and
the taxes are higher.

The wilderness is so real. We who live in such an environment are constantly trying to
turn stones into bread.

Wesdward from the Jordan River are the wilderness mountains. For thirty miles north to
south and fifteen miles across, there are no towns, no wandering herdsmen, and there is
no spring water. In that stretch of desert terrain between Jerusalem and the &ead Se
Jesus withdrew. Then, as now, the sun sinks below the horizon and the only sound heard
is the jackal's howling cries. With a stone for a pillow, like Jacob of old, Jesus found
himself foodless, homeless, and alone. There, the wilderness battle begas.nbha

staged drama. This is a drama in which a human being encountered all the craftiness of
the human conscience.

We all know, do we not, that there is at work in our world a diabolic firagis in
opposition to the creative, redeeming worlGafd. | do not speak of a devil out of John
Milton, horned and hoofed. | would speak of a counter fedestructive in its purpose
evident in every culture and in all ages of human history, and present in every human
being.

Our only defense against sugliorce is a right ordering of our priorities in life.
Jesus got his priorities in order. It was not easy, but, by the grace of God, he did it. As a
result of his achievement, the basic lesson of this gospel story is that evil need not

triumph.

As Christans, the good news for us is that we, too, can walk this road and get to our
destinations by the grace of God. Therefore, we Christians still pray, "lead us not into

temptation-d el i ver us from evil, o6 which mgst oft
compromi se and expediency in our daily tem
Amen.



Lent 2

Date: 15 March 1992

Titl e: AFirst, We Have Coffeeo
Text: Luke 13:3135

All of us have experienced rejection. When we were young, there came a day when we
were not chosen to play. ¥es later, we were left sitting alone at a dance. Perhaps there
was a Dear John letter, or a rejection letter from the first college of our choice, or a letter
telling us that we were turned down for the wonderful job we had hoped for. In later life
perhag we were turned down for the promotion of which we were certain. In a thousand
ways, both brutal and subtle, we have experienced rejection. Few of us, thank God, have
experienced the kind of rejection that Jesus experienced, but all of us have experienced
rejection in some form.

There is a very interesting book by Margaret Jensen, tiiest, We Have Coffeen

which she writes a touching account of her father being voted out of a pastorate. She
describes how the news reached her. She was a collegatstaind she was called to her
college dormitory phone. Her sister, Grace, was on the phone. "Margaret, this Grace."
Then, after a pregnant pause: "Papa has been voted out [of the pastorate].”

Margaret goes on to write: "Unable to share the family disgnath anyone, | went to
class and failed the biology exam for which | was well prepared.... | tried to figure out
what could have gone wrong with Papa's call. In my mind, the ministry had somehow
been disgraced." For ten years her father had shepherdiénlvad that Baptist
congregation, but now they did not want him anymore.

When Margaret arrived home, she found her Sister, Leona, furious. Leona explained life
as she saw it for the Norwegian immigrant pastor: "They wanted an American pastor...."

"Whatwill you do now," Margaret asked her mother? Her mother's answer reflected a
faith that seemed never to change: "God never fails, but it will be interesting to see how
he works this one out. BUT NOW WE HAVE COFFEE."

Not only are pastors voted out, bute@jon happens in every other profession as well.

Henry Rosovsky, inhisbookbh e Uni ver si ty:,refartstiainimteer 6 s Manual
arts and sciences at Harvard University, approximately eight out of ten assistant and

associate professors are denied tende refers to the vote, which frequently occurs at

the end of a six to eight year term, as "explicit rejection.”

Being denied tenure is not a casual act. It is not generic rejection, because you are a

female, or black or old. It is not prompted by sdiaxeeless force, as in a corporate
takeover. It is not provoked by a reduction of staff or caused by sales that have slowed.
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This rejection is "carefully calculated," and determined by associates and friends. It is
even made public. From that point on, stholar is "marked with a scarlet letter."

We do not want to be rejected and we do not want those close to us to be rejected. We
want to protect ourselves from rejection. Doctors tell us that our tendency to protect
ourselves from pain, including the paif rejection, is a natural phenomenon. The first
moment we sense any discomfort we draw away from it. If something is hot or sharp, we
know it in an instant and draw back from it. If we are cold, we want to be warm. If we are
wet, we want to be dry. lfosneone does not like us, we avoid that person. If we are faced
with an unpleasant confrontation, we put it off. We have learned well, and we know how
to avoid pain.

But pain is sometimes necessary. | recall a very sad missionary story about a leper who
was left without feeling in his limbs. One day he stepped on a loose stone and turned his
ankle over completely, causing a major sprain that tore away the ligaments so that the

sole of his foot was pointed inward. But he walked on, never feeling the ihjey.

doing, he severely damaged the | igaments.
first time, but without the protection of pain, the leper turned and sprained and tore his
ankle again and again, until finally he lost his foot.

Shouldwethem espond to the pain of rejection by
gospel lesson points out, that was not Christ's way nor has it been the way of his disciples
who faithfully followed in his way. Is not facing the rejection of the world a part of what

it means to bear the cross?

One of the most noteworthy of modern poets, James Russell Lowell, describes the worth
of risking rejection in his poem, titled,

They are slaves who fear to speak,
For the fallen and the weak;
They are slaves whoillvnot choose,
Hatred, scoffing and abuse,;
Rather than in silence shrink,
From the truth they needs must think;
They are slaves who dare not be
In the right with two or three.

Let us pray.

In the lonely places of our days, we have sensed youneesrO God. Be always before
us, we pray, and with your gifts of faith we will not be shaken. Amen.

*

Lent 3
Date: 22 March 1992
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Titl e: AThe Power of God To See Us Through”
Texts: |. Corinthians 10:13, Luke 13:19

Sometimes it is a good thing to benfident and filled with hope. A small boy expects to
become a strong man because of what he is and what he will be. People in bondage have
visions that they will one day be free. And yet, sometimes it is a foolish and dangerous
thing to expect great this. Should anyone hope that a shiny new car will never rust, or
that this human body will never get old? NO! But people easily become overconfident
about a great many things.

Today's gospel lesson tells of how the Zealots of ancient Israel were mobyadddlse
hope. They were overconfident, and overconfidence is the beginning place of idolatry.
Perhaps overconfidence, more than anything else, leads people to a false sense of
security, but overconfidence seldom leads to deliverance.

Luke introduces tw puzzling incidents. Galileans offering righteous sacrifice at Passover
are slain by Pilate. Workers building a watchtower at a sacred place in a holy city were
killed when the tower fell.

The people of Jesusod6 day wWeaeamethinggaody pri mi ti ve
happened, it was a sign of God's blessing. If something bad happened, it was a sign of

God's punishment for evil actions. That kind of theology is still around today. Even

Christian clergy are guilty of passing it off, preachingsuchwards, Al f you | i ve by
you will get everything you want. o Callous <co
be guilty of passing off the negative side of this primitive theology: If you are homeless,

hungry and unemployed, it is because you arng leazy or sinful. A great many people,

even today, assume that there is a direct connection between suffering and sin.

One day, when people around Jesus were acting as though they believed in such a

connection, Jesus gave an unequivocal, stinging resptido you think that because

these Galileans suffered in this way they were worse sinners than all other Galileans?

NO!" "Do you really think that those eighteen construction workers in Siloam died

because they were worse offenders than all the otlvarg In Jerusalem? NO! That is
ridiculous. But | wll tell you something, 0 co
will all perish just as they did."

Comfort does not come with goodness. There is no guarantee that you will be saved from
anything just beasse of your goodness. Likewise, suffering is part of the risk of human
existence. Suffering can happen to the best of us. Yes, there are consequences to our
wrong behavior, and we do bring a certain amount of pain upon ourselves, but there is
also such ahing as innocent suffering that is not the result of the sin of the sufferer. That
is why it is called innocent suffering: The sufferer did not necessarily do anything to
deserve it.
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