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CALL TO WORSHIP

All the clear and shimmering waters,

Praise the Lord.

All the tiny insects hovering over the wat

Praise the Lord.
All the winds in the trees,

Praise the Lord.

Al the bass that avoid our lures,
Praise the Lord.

All the loons that glide and dive,
Praise the Lord.

All the chipmunks and squirrels
and baby rabbits

that eat from our doorsteps,

Praise the Lord.

All the huge rocks and palisades,
Praise the Lord.
Allthe silent canoes,
Praise the Lord.
All the early morning joggers,
Praise the Lord.
All the late sleepers,
Praise the Lord.
All the kind and considerate neighbo
Praise the Lord.
All the unnamed sounds and mysteri
paths,
Praise the Lord.
May this pea and stillness
heal our noisy minds
so thatve too, may always
Praise the Lord!!

GATHERI NG PRAYER AND LORDG6S PRAYER

O God,

We gather this morning to bring You praise and thanksgiving.

By Your mystery the fields burst into bloom.
By Your purpose the earth turns, the sun shines, the clouds race.
By Your mercy people dare to rise to the new day.

Let Your mystery, Your purpose, Your mercy fill our praying,
our singing, our speaking, and even our silences,

as we seek today to express more than we can convey

and as we seek to understand deeper truths than we can grasp.

Shake our drowsy spirits.

Breathe new life into every dying place in us.

Keep us always in Your care

and fashion us for Your work of love and of justice.

We pray in the name of Jesus, who taught us to pray, sayingé



THIRTEENTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME
JUNE 29th, 2008

STEVEN LAUTERWASSER

1 Samuel 8: 1-18 4

The Radical Bible

Now that, to me, is a fairly simple piece of scri
| 6d be able to see all onfceist sbuitnnerdocnodmp | esxoi tyioeuso |
my | aymands interpretation. And, as a | ayman, thi

clearly: first, that God hates kings and second, that God is pro-demaocracy. The first is pretty
obvious; to paraphrase t he scri pture the story goes pretty mt

a king.d 6Really, but a king is a terrible idea,
them but do what the people say. 6med,Fiheb s Qkoaiyn gy otuc
suck. 6 Thatodés the | ong and short of it and makes
makes it clear that Godispro-d e mocr acy, i.e. Ahearken to the voic

say. o0

Now, this conclusion is very interesting, in light of Christian history. The Catholic Church spent
well over a thousand years trying to convince its believers that God was in favor of hierarchy,
that God liked kings. This is of course why translation was disallowed. In fact the first two
translators of the bible had not only religious followings but political ones as well. John Wycliffe,
in England, founded the Lollard movement and Jan Huss in Germany (then the Holy Roman
Empire) had the Hussites. More to the point, both of these movements were extremely
revolutionary. The Hussite Wars were fought in Germany based on the political differences
between the Hussites and the established feudal system. Of course, the Hussites eventually lost
and Huss was executed, as was Wycliffe. All of this for two simple translators of the bible.

Things become even more clear as one moves forward in history. About a hundred years after
Huss a second revolutionary movement took root among the German peasantry. In 1520, upon
the backs of Martin Luther and his translation of the Gospels the great mass of German
peasants revolted against the unfair and unequal feudal system. They called for equality, not
just political and civil equality, but economic equality as well. The German peasant revolt of
1520 was, in a sense, the Russian Revolution, come 400 years early, in Germany.

This revolt was, of course, brutally crushed but it, and the other two movements mentioned,
are certainly indicative of something. This political and economic radicalism is unsurprising, if
one reads the bible. Imagine that | read the Bible, or just the Gospels, and | try to classify what
kind of book it is: liberal, conservative, monarchist, populist, etc. Looking at it this way, as a
purely literary venture, | think the only reasonable conclusion is that it is a radical and anarchist
text. You may remember the Sermon on the Mount and the commandments to lover you
enemies and turn the other cheek, commandments which are totally irreconcilable with any form
of government. Further, the numerous commandments to unrestricted generosity certainly imply
economic equality. Jesus himself as a radical, breaking social mores and undermining the local
authorities. Jesus has more in common with William Jennings Bryan, Martin Luther King Jr. and
your average street preacher than he does with the Pope. This all makes sense when one
remember that Christianity spent its first several hundred years as a subversive and illegal cult;
it was, by definition, anti-establishment and radical.



But for all this, the moment Christianity became the official religion of Rome, the moment the
Roman Catholic Church sprang into existence it was hierarchical and monarchist, precisely anti-
radical. To put it another way: with the advent of the Catholic Church official Christianity became
non-Christian, claiming that God liked kings and hierarchy. A similar thing happened to the
Puritans. In England they attempted, and eventually achieved, radical political reform. But the
moment the pilgrims set foot in Massachusetts suddenly they create a stifling political
orthodoxy: oO6if you have new ideas, go |live in Rho
time it took to cross an ocean. There are innumerable examples of this: the Russian and Greek
Orthodox churches, each individual new orthodoxy of the reformation. | believe that all of these
examples are symptoms of something fundamental to the nature of Christianity. We have seen
that every time Christianity becomes the dominant force in a situation it immediately becomes
stifling, conservative, hierarchical, and overall distinctly non-Christian. This is because true
Christianity is inimical to power and authority. All temporal power relies upon force, one
definition of the modern state i srcdamdlandie.gheani zati o
rules by which to apply force], 6 but Christianity
inimical to true Christianity. Until we live in a society which is truly democratic, anarchic, and
socialistic, we cannot live in a Christian society.



FOURTEENTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME
JULY 06, 2008

KEN ORTH

Matthew 11:16-19; 25-30

REST
fiCome to me all you who ar e wssaandlwilhigivdyoar e carr
rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for | am gentle and humble in heart, and you
will find rest for your soul s. For my yoke is ea
iThere shal/l be showers of blessings.

This is the promise of love.

There shall be seasons refreshing.

Sent from the One up above.

Showers of blessings,

Showers of blessings we need.

Mercy drops round us are falling,

But for the showers we plead. o

Growing up in the Petersburg German Congregational Church in South Dakota, | recall
singing this old hymn what seems like thousands of times. In a rural agrarian culture, the image
of showers offering us what we needed for crops to grow and life to be sustained held enormous
meaning, as we understood ourdependence upon Godds natur al refreshm
upon Godbés eternal refreshment given through forg

This weekend, as we celebrate our dual citizenship of the United States of America and
of global citizens of this planet, with its fragility and possibility, we grow more aware of the many
realities that come into play in our life. The celebration of our declaration of independence can
be juxtaposed with our awareness of our interdependence in our global existence, as our planet
seems to shrink with new technologies that keep us informed and aware of our neighbors on
every part of the globe.

And a third awareness is being pointed out in our lectionary passage today: that of our
dependence upon God for rest and refreshment and renewal.
Three interesting and interconnected realities to sustain life: dependence, independence,
interdependence. In which of these do we place our highest value? This may be one of the
guestions we face today as we come to this table to be refreshed.

We love independence. And it is a good thing. But it is not the only thing. We want to
be in charge of our lives. We want comfort, wealth, control. But if | am not careful my
independence can lead me to believe | can have anything | want whenever | want it. Our
awareness of others who also have life and a right to it leads us to understand that justice is

only served when | allow the reality of Godds | ov
I n todayds pass ag e ocrigyefdshose whoabude socidl positiorh) gng

who only #Awant what they want when they want it. o

austere. AHe has a demon, 6 they c¢cry out. Jesus
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glutton and a drunkard and the friend of the tax collector and sinnersd all the wrong people!
Jesus has an impatience with closed minds and closed hearts. According to the custom of his
day, the problem was in the packaging. John and Jesus followed the wrong diets, listened to
the wrong music, had the wrong companions, and spoke the wrong words. Sound familiar?
With our eyes, ears, and hearts closed to the truth, we sit in judgment of those around us.

AiSit out the da-wisdem ifiyouwgnota, but wissi@nusdviodicated by her
deeds, 0 says Jesus. The | ame wal k, the blind se
hope! Look at the joy and hope Jesus brings to those marginalized by prejudice and custom.

Are we able to see t he | ofjoralofdeation?uThehaantcod of Godos
infants are open to the Good News that changes lives.

What is this Good News? That God is love. That God loves you and me and the whole
of creation. That we are all the beloved children of God. And that we are offspring, not
wellspring. Itis not up to us all alone. We can come to God when we are weary and heavy
laden and find the rest for our souls.

Then what blocks us from this kind of Sabbath rest that we are encouraged to take? We
live in a culture that values busyness. If we find ourselves filling leisure time with tasks, work
and busyness, we can be sure that we have begun to imagine that our worth consists only in
what we accomplish. When we regularly cease from our labor and enjoy rest as a holy gift, we
can grow in trust that our worth in Goddés sight |
bel oved, in whom I delight. o As you are, not onl

We find practicing Godbés grace for s a diffic

Barbara Brown Taylor says, i may believe that I
collecting merit badges. I have a |l ist of things
them are things | think | oQogdhtwitlod dnooétt hlaotv el nhea dan

thought that the way to find rest for my soul was to finish my list of things to do and present it to

God like a full book of savings stamps, but as it turned out that was not the ticket at all. Jesus

offers a comforting promise to which many of us turn when our burdens seem impossible to

bearéa | ight yoke, |l ighter because it yokes us wi
whose strong help we can bear any burden. These words assure us that those who please God

are not those who can carry the heaviest loads alone but those who are willing to share their

loads, who are willing to share their yokes by entering into relationship with the One whose

invitation is a standing one.

God reminds us of our place in the world as beloved creatures, needing rest and re-
creation. We have a particular call to resist the culture of hyperactivity and stress, bearing
witness before the world to the grace and wisdom
and reflective time, we show that we acknowledge that we are not God, but created by God.
We turn to God for rest, strength, being loved and cared for in ways that cannot be given by the
world nor earned by ourselves.

In our Sabbath rest, we stop wrestling with power, fear, fatigue, temptation and guilt. We
take only the yoke of | ove into our hearts. On o
we are free to forgive and be forgiven, free to serve others with joy, free to rest from labors in
the arms of our loving God, being reassured that we cannot do everything perfectly or save the
worl d. God reminds us that this is Godébés job. B
being right and in charge of it all, rel easing th



Sitting last week with my friend who is in the last stages of breast cancer as she moves
to her death, the holiness of that time in silence became clearer to me yet again. The holiness

of I'ife and death became palpable to me in that r

accompli shment s. Qur power, our fame, our strugg

Taking Sabbath time is like practicing this reality so when we come to it in our lives, as all of us

will surely do, we will not be so surprised or alarmed. We will simply be ready to enter that

place of resting in Godébés |l ove that Jesus invites
I f we can practice now resting in Gododos eterna

opening to the great mystery of love, forgiveness, grace, and justice, we will be more prepared

for the reality of this truth to come upon us. @]

presence.

Sabbath rests allows us to put things back into perspective. It gives us time for prayer,
meditation, worship, nature. It gives us time to deepen our friendships and family relationships.
It gives us time to play and exercise and enjoy the use of our senses. It gives us time to open a
space for music, art, and particular pursuits and hobbies. It gives us time to explore deeper
guestions: What are my most treasured values? How do I live them out? What is my life
standing for? Am I telling the truth as | understand it? Am | capable of love? Am | true to my
love? Am | living as justly as | know how to at this time?

May we be a community that encourages each oth

| ove. As a |l oving community we can remind each o
resting upon Godds promi ses: , stiergyth fofourgoumep ur | abor
together.
In one of my favorite poems of Mary Oliver, i B
to simply stand in the rain. In my imagination, it is the showers of blessings that she stands in,
resting not on her accomplis hment s, but as the black oaks do, in
Black Oaks

Okay, not one can write a symphony, or a dictionary, or even a letter to an old friend, full
of remembrance and comfort.

Not one can manage a single sound, though the blue jays carp and whistle all day long
in the branches, without the push of the wind.

But to tell the truth, after a while, | am pale with longing for their thick bodies, ruckled
with lichen.

And you canét keep me from the wogandtheirf rom t he
silky green hair.

Today is a day like any other: twenty-four hours, a little sunshine, a little rain.

Listen, says ambition, nervously shifting her weight from one boot to anotherd6 why don ot
you get going?

For there | am, in the mossy shadows, under the trees.

And to tell the trut h, [ donot want to | et go
l'ife for money. I dondét even want to come in out



ifiThere shal/l be showers of blessings.
Precious, reviving again.

Over the hills and the valleys,

Sound of abundance of rain.

Showers of blessings,

Showers of blessings we need
Mercy drops round us are falling,
But for the showers we plead. i

Ken has been ordained in the UCC since 1976, and has served in various

churches as associate minister and pastor. He came from Harvard

Divinity School to become Minister of Youth here in Winchester in 1976-1980.

After a long hiatus working in various settings and receiving his doctorate

in psychology and clinical studies from Andover Newton in 1980, he returned here as
pastoral counseling and spiritual direction affiliate in 2000. He and his

partner of over thirty-four years were married November 28, 2004

at the Old South Church in Boston, their home church.

They are amazed at God's grace and faithfulness,

and grateful for each day lived in the fullness of God's promises.



FIFTEENTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME
JULY 13, 2008

SARAH GALLOP
1 Timothy 1:1-17

Patience

T o d ay 0 tre seledtian s found in the New Testament, taken from | Timothy, Chapter 1,
Verses 1 through 17.

| am grateful to Christ Jesus our Lord, who has strengthened me, because he judged me
faithful and appointed me to his service, even though | was formerly a blasphemer, a
persecutor, and a man of violence. But | received mercy because | had acted ignorantly
in unbelief, and the grace of our Lord overflowed for me with the faith and love that are in
Christ Jesus. The saying is sure and worthy of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came
into the world to save sinnersd of whom | am the foremost. But for that very reason |
received mercy, so that in me, as the foremost, Jesus Christ might display the utmost
patience, making me an example to those who would come to believe in him for eternal
life. To the King of the ages, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory forever
and ever. Amen.

Good Morning!

Il &m going to attempt to say something intelligibl
consider yourself patient or impatient, | thought it might be helpful to let you know, in the event
that you are shortly wondering, that my sermon is 14 minutes long.

In the scripture reading today, Paul is speaking to the young minister Timothy. He is telling him
about Jesusd reaction to Paul bds former |ife, when h
destroy the early church. Paul refers to Jesusbd

Can you imagine having patience with someone who is actively sabotaging your work, who is
spreading untruths about you, and threatening, even killing, people who support you?

That 6s what Paul was doing to Jesus before he exp
restraining orders, libel laws, and a legal system to deal with this kind of behavior. But Jesus

certainly couldndét rely on the Roman | egal system
the Aut most patienceo. Jesus did this because he

10



and the ability to become a vehicle for the growth of Christianityd he was t he Achosen
i nstrument 0.

Of course Jesus had to appear to Paul in a flash of heavenly light and blind him before Paul
understood that he should be baptized and go fort
Jesusknew t hat the best way to deal with Paul was to

As you know, ultimately Paul became an Apostle and was a main author of the New Testament.

And thanks in great measure to Paul, the Bible is full of references to the positive impact of
patience. Paul 6s | etter to the Galatians for exa
and describes the nine Fruits of the Spirit as love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness,

faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. These nine traits are considered virtues and the by-

products of living for and with God.

We know from Paul 6s | etter to the Corinthians tha
I n Proverbs, ités said, AA patient pamedmarhas gr eat
di splays folly. o

Q>

nd herebés a Chinese Proverb that sayso One mome
i s ter

t
as One moment of i mpatience may ruin a wh

There are hundreds mored believe me, | looked them up.

| think intellectuallyweknow t hat patience will always serve us
choice in most circumstances. But thinking and acting with patience is not a simple matter.
Now, | am no expert on patience, but hdado believe

valuable and rewarding place to bed if you can get yourself there.

We al l have different | evels of tolerance for [|if
And because none of us is living under a rock or in a cave, our full and busy lives will inevitably
bring times of trial. How we decide to respond to those times can impact not only the outcome

of the problem wedre grappling with, but also our
situation.
Itdés generally accepbedet bt onhbeeween dmpattence

been made clear through research that stress can cause or exacerbate medical conditions. It
causes emotional duress and provokes negative thought patterns. We all live with some degree
ofstress,andhopefully webdbve developed coping strategies

Some of the issues that stress us are really quite serious and require a lot of energy and time.

Health problems, finances, parenting, caring for aging relativesd these are hefty topics that can
understandably sap our strength and even try our patience. For these larger, complex matters, |

think trying to approach them by Living by the Spirit embracing the nine Fruits of the Spirit is the

best course and will bring the most optimal result for all concerned. Ar
but itdés also an effective blueprint for dealing

But what about the little issues or circumstances that simply frustrate us?

11



Something that makes me impatient is inefficien c y . Il &m not proud of this,
I realize that | probably candét change my gut res
that | can control how it affects me.

One day this week, my daughter Julia and | were picking up my son Nick at a camp near the
Burlington mal|l . We decided to go home a differe
away, we came upon a detour, so | took the turn off the road as | was directed, and fully

expected to be guided back in the direction that | had originally been heading. But quickly it

became clear to me, and the other drivers around me, that there were no signs indicating the

alternate route. Soon, people began pulling onto random streets, or just pulling over in

confusi okhnowl! mgoway around the back roads in Burl
do. After driving for a while, | chose a side street that | thought was a good bet, but after a long

ways, it ended up taking me in the opposite direction. Finally, | turned around, went all the way

back to where the detour began, drove around the other side of the mall, and went home the

way we usually do.

Something like this has happened to all of us at some time. What bothers me is the way |
reacted to it.

During the detourexp er i enc e, I became very frustrated. I h
detour is this! There are no signs! This detour
crossed my mind to calculate how far | had driven and get the City, or the State, or someone, to

reimburse me for my wasted $4.09 per gallon gas. | wanted to tell the Police Officer who was
directing traffic that the detour didndt wor k. A
him as | drove by to show my disapproval of the operation. In short, | was riled up.

For some reason though, in the midst of my exasperated thoughts, it occurred to me that maybe

| should try to be patient. So, | took deep breath and engaged in self-talk. | thought to myself:

webre not eh anywéebreo ¢ have both kids with me,
running out of gas, and this little detour mishap really has no bearing on my life. Then, | said

these things out |l oud to the kids so dstressfubl d fAmod
situation (Ha'!). Actually, I dondt think they we
|l 6m 46 years old, and you would think that 106d ha

from the get-go in a situation like that.

There are so many circumstances in life where we can make a decision to be patient, or not.
We know that frequently experiencing frustration, anger, stress, or resentment is detrimental to
our physical and mental health. Yet, we cannot lead stress-free lives. Luckily, even if we tend
to have visceral reactions to situations, we can teach ourselves to process circumstances in a
calm and positive way.

Every night my family has a run down of the day.
but there is a catch. We tell the kids that they have to think of all the good things first, and once

that list is exhausted, they can talk about the things that bothered them. We find in doing this

that actively thinking of, and voicing, the good things first forces the bad things into a mitigated

context that makes them seem less offensive.

| think patience is seeing the good first.

Similarly, if one of our kids wants to complain about someone, we tell them they have to list all
of that per son 0 sticyfiststihen they ean firdhasvay.a But, ten,itoshelp put the

12



complaints into perspective, we remind them that
we all know this. A person who is curt may have just had a fight with a family member. A

person who barely acknowledges you might be wrought with worry. A person who says

something mean-spirited may be feeling badly about a misunderstanding with a friend. The

reasons and the circumstances are infinite.

I had a minor skin condition that required me to go to a dermatology office twice a week for
about 3 months. | had to check in with the same receptionist every time, and she seemed
consistently to be a cheerful and relaxed person. One day after | had checked in and was
sitting waiting for my appointment, | noticed that she pulled something on her desk closer to her
as she was speaking with an agitated patient. | discovered later that it was a sign that faced

her, so only she could see it. It saidd bfaBe | kei. od,
di dnét ask her about it at the time, and | havenbo
knowing that | would be talking about patience to

BC and that it reminds her to be patient with people, because, she said, you never know what
difficulty someone might be experiencing.

It made me think that if webve been trying to fig
must really be a tough nut.

Patience is giving people the benefitofth e doubt because we haveno6t wal k

Patience is a decision to be peaceful and thoughtful. It creates the comforting knowledge that

webre able to calmly handle anything that comes o
aboutsomethingi Every problem can be solved. We just neec
come up with a plan. o Il think ités t-solvieg for al/l
process that is honest, cooperative, and positive, patience has a good chance of rising up and

carrying the day.

Patience doesndt i mply pameniywiut t.ak eRatchaeron,i tyomeéa
through and the course youbve set is in everyonebd
you may quit your job, end a relationship, move, or start a new medical treatment.

Patience isnb6t hasty. One thing | know about mys
The nagging problem or injustice for which | am conjuring up a big reaction is set in a new, more
benign perspective in the soft light of the morning.

| think the coffee probably helps too.

In preparing for today, | read repeatedly that an excellent way to minimize our stress and grow

our patience is toé hang out !wknovwhplemyeobpedplewhah o ar e
are patient. Many of them are in our church, including our ministers, who clearly must have

been born patient. My husband and my parents have always been patient people (this is

proven out by t he feadideninghoday). Tha mintdsithat patiént people g h

are all around us, and we can learn from them.

13



And what does the Besides being on the lookout for patient people, my goal is to

IBQ B N RO CIlE jeal with |ifeds minor aggravations
for the good and engaging in self-talk. As you now know, for
]mtly me, thatdéds a work in progress. But

ﬁz I;WL gllbrcy frm to  deflect the emotions that come with small frustrationsd that is,
W“ oty i Vour the more patient we can bed the more energy, ability, and
cl ar ity fovehatlrdally matterg parenting, enjoying

' family and friends, taking care of ourselves, exploring our faiths,
and reveling in nature.

As for the major |l ife Iissues that face all of us,
offense, is Living by the Spirit and putting the Fruits of the Spirit to work. Jesus set the standard

for those nine virtues, and his patience was so0 s
patient with Paul and others who condemned him. He was patient with God, and ultimately he

was patient on the cross. OQur stories arendt nea
approach in dealing with people and circumstances can only lead us to happier and healthier

lives.

Sarah, her husband Andy, son Nick, and daughter Julia

have been members of the church since 1998.

Sarah taught both Nick's and Julia's church school classes for nine years,
and is currently serving on the Worship Committee and co-chairing the
FCC's participation in the Dwelling Place.
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SIXTEENTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME
JULY 20, 2008

JULIANNE ZIMMERMAN

Luke 10:25-37
Micah 6:6-8

Mercy, Compassion, Grace

Last week Sarah Gallop shared with us her considerable insights on the subject of patience.

| appreciated that, because | can be a slow learner, particularly where spiritual matters are
concerned. Today |1 6m sharing withoypswhapsa | esson |
spending my whole life learning. Please be patient with me if it is remedial material for you.

Lyle Lovett recorded a version of a spiritual whi
my humble cry. Whil e on others thou art calling,
listenng to that song, I always felt the Ilyrics keenl
recently have | come to the belated realization that perhaps the answer to that prayer is its

i nversion: maybe the Savioroéts viiewtGCGhdéssgegsaus. wi

This past week the Washington Post published a disheartening article about a phenomenon

called O6bystander behavior. 6 The article& documen
even medical and security personnel with the training and skills to intervene & witnessed the

suffering of strangers with indifference. They did nothing to help. Researchers determined that

this is a common psychological reaction to socially unsettling situations.

In other words, in the parable of the good Samaritan, the priest and the Levite did exactly what
we respectable, socially adept people routinely do: avert our gaze from the unpleasant and
difficult sight of our fellow beings in trouble.

Ités not that we dondt s ee atehirgouchdd byatnWesjustivant s uf f er i
someone else to take care of it. | imagine that both the priest and the lawyer fretted about the

stranger as they continued on their journey. When they finally arrived, relieved, at their
destinations, |l imaginethemblur t i ng out to their friends and asso
across a man lying in the road, all by himself, with the most horrible wounds. He looked just

awful. Would you believe that there was no one there to help? | had to cross the ravine in order

to get by, or | never would have gotten here in time. How do you suppose he got himself into

such a terrible mess? |l hope heds okay. 0 Or may
people should know better: i fatheybdbteegopi hbetyobr e
find trouble sooner or | ater. | 6m just fortunate
gotten mixed up in it as well .o

In any case, Jesus reminds us in the parable, as in all his teachings, and in all his actions, that

our failure to respond is the opposite of Godbds w
commandment to love the neighbor: to care for the widow and orphan, to protect the weak, to

stand up for the friendless.
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In Matthew 25:35-40, Jesus underscores this injunction with a parable in which He is the figure
in need: Al was hungry and you gave Me something
I was a stranger and you took me in.o

We say God is love, when what we really mean is God is compassion. You would think | would
have caught on to this a long time ago.

When | was small, my great aunt and uncle gave a book of modern parables, one of which
recast the tale from Matthew. A poor old woman in a northern town dreamt one cold night that
Jesus would visit her the next day. She awoke excited and happy, and immediately set about
making her one-room basement apartment ready. She used the few vegetables in her
cupboard to make a nourishing soup. She used the last of her flour to bake a fresh loaf of
bread. She laid a proper fire in the hearth which she usually kept just barely warm, to conserve
precious firewood. She put on the kettle for tea, scrubbed every surface in her already
immaculate room, and wrapped herself in her good shawl. Then she sat down to wait. Over the
course of the day, she encountered three brokendown strangers, and as each one presented
himself or herself, the old woman shared first her soup, then her bread and tea, and finally her
shawl. When night fell and the fire was dying, the old woman was brokenhearted. The Savior
had not come, and now even if He did, she had nothing to offer to show Him hospitality. In her
dream that night, Jesus comforted her with the assurance that not once but three times He had
visited her in the form of the strangers in need, and each time she had indeed shown Him her
deep devotion and love.

Perhaps the reason this lesson is so hard to internalize is that these stories feel quaint, like
fables that convey a profound truth but also seem too simple, a bit naive. We know them well,
and perhaps that familiarity makes them easier to dismiss.

But there is no escaping this lesson in the Bible. Again and again we find the same instruction,
in one form after another.

Throughout the Old Testament we are reminded, as we heard in Micah this morning, that our

faith is not proclaimed by ritual displays, although those have their place, and it is not fulfilled by

making donations, although those have real value as well. We are called to proclaim our faith

o to affirm our belief, to show ourlove of Godd by demonstrating Godbés empa
fellow creatures.

Centuries |l ater, but seemingly in the same breath
my sheep. 0

I have come to believe this injunction goes even deeper than our Judeo-Christian faith tradition.
| believe it is an indelible artifact of our first creation: our inheritance from the first breath God
breathed into Adam and Eve. Although we need constant reminding of it, it is encoded into the
substance that is our souls.

I n Luke 19: 40, some officials object indignantly
attention to His acts of compassion & defying social convention and challenging the polite
distance of bystanders. Jesusanswers t he of ficials curtly: il tell
stones will c¢cry out!o

The same is true now.
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As we modern Christians have fallen silent, or grown distracted, or become embittered against
one another, the world around us has occasionally cried out.

Listen to the words of the 1980s anti-apartheid anthem from the secular ska band The Special
AKA:
AnAre you so blind that you cannot
Are you so deaf that you cannot hear?
Are you so dumb that you cannot speak?
| m begging yoMandeFlraeleo Nel son

Is this not the very essence of the law and the prophets and the gospel?

Mr. Mandela has since been freed from prison, thank God, and as he marks his 90" birthday as
an honored statesman, the secular world celebrates him as a beacon to people of all races. Mr.
Mandela seems to me to be a parable in human form, living among us.

But how many others languish? Who seeks their rescue?

What about our brothers and sisters in Sudan? Tibet? Zimbabwe? Myanmar? Haiti? Nigeria?
Irag? Afghanistan? China? New Orleans?

What of the homeless citizens of Boston? The alcoholics and addicts living alongside us? The
prisoners in unofficial detention facilities? And their torturers?

see?

Thatés only a short <catal og toofmuchtobdare Hawcanwe and al

possibly respond to such vast need?

In the film The Year of Living Dangerously, the character Billy Kwan breaks down in helpless

rage at the seemingly infinite destitution of hi
then must we do? What then must we do? What t he
and Billybés despair is almost too painful to watc
Tol stoy was quoting the crowds who foll owed John

the man who has two cloaks share with him who has none; and let him who has food do
|l i kewi se. 0

In other words, we are not asked to solve everything all at once, or even to solve anything at all.
We are asked to use whatever we have to respond to the needs we can satisfy, one act of
compassion at a time.

Still, even that is not easy. | want to object, complain, protest. After all, | love to be comfortable.
More than that, | long to be chic. And let me share with you a confession: although I truly enjoy
giving gifts,]1 6 d much r at her h & vared betteryet, & handsame phir af $hoea k
to gowith it 8 than to give away one of the two | have. By nature | am far more inclined to be
the Levite than the good Samaritan.

Fortunately, there is also some of the good Samaritan in me, as there is in all of us. The key, as
I am slowly |l earning, is focusing on Godo6s

God had compassion for humanity 8 for me d so he gave us Jesus. Jesus had compassion
for us, so He devoted all His brief adult life to showing us what compassion looked like. And
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then He gave his life itself. In the end even his tunic and shoes went to the soldiers who stood
guard while he died 8 who, come to think of it, must have been pretty desperate characters to
want them.

In the parable, the traveling Samaritan has compassion for the wounded man, and so he stops

what he is doing and gives his time, money, and effort to save the stranger. He exchanges his

own soci al and physical c -beinf), withaut irfquring hovhoe whg theh e r  ma n
other man came by his wounds.

So here is what | am | earning so far: compassion
or social conventions or fairness. l'tds definite
It 6s about recognizing that we are all Godods, and

we see Him in those we love. Compassion is our clearest window into the divine.

I came across a life-changing essay a few years ago at the beginning of the Iraq war. It was
about the aftermath of the combat death of a young Marine. (Quoting from my inexact
memory,) the essay beganMaringwas killedin attion. Mg i Mambnei og,

The rest of the essay was ttarmswithiherlyrefrfd lser l@sicscnpunt o f
and through that grief gaining a new awareness, and a new wider compassion:

They are all my Marines.

And my civilian casualties.

My suicide bombers.

My government officials.

All are my neighbors.

She, like Mr . Mandel a, shows us a miracul ous glimpse of
unconditional, unbounded compassion.

Christodosomedhesagpe i r e BB bnasebek asincarsundergtend it, is that we

all belong to God, which means that we all belong to each other. Compassion is both the

substance and the appearance of our faith and our salvation. Compassion is how we

experience Goddés presence and how we demonstrate
Christians by our | ove. 0

This is the message that we as Christians are reminded, over, and over, and over, and this is
the story of our faith: God has showered us with unearned compassion. Now go and do
likewise, one act at a time.

May God help us to do so.

Amen.
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SEVENTEENTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME
‘ JULY 27, 2008

LAURIE ROBY

e

THE RiCH FOOL

Luke 12:13-21

It's Not About the Stuff

This parable about the rich young fool that we read today is, like most parables in the Bible, a

little skimpy on the details. The more questions | asked myself, the more | wondered if the

omi ssion of details wasno6t intentional on Jesu
the details, but was clearly and simply laid out in the words of the young fool himself.

Recently | had dinner with a friend who is a yoga instructor. She told me about a workshop she

had attended for yoga teachers and business owners. One of the speakers was a financial

planner who had written a Myers Brigg like book on finance entitted] t 6 s Not About t
Since both of us have been financially challenged over the years, we thought this was funny. |
mean, what a relief, | ¢ aabougtheimbneywor r yi ng becau

But | was curious to find out what it was about so | googled the book and read a short excerpt.
The author starts with this story. A friend of his came across a homeless man and handed the

s 6

he

S e

man a dollar bill. AThe homel ess man | ooked at t
mandbs eyes, and then quite matter of factly stated

man, it surely wasndt enough.

But the author goes on to assert that most of
not enough. Thatwe areplaguedby a fAdeep sense of scarcity, o

us
whi

some Buddhist traditiofmMma Ttattetbhet iwdatohgomi el v

promise us, falsely, that happiness is related to getting more of what we want and that at the

coreofthe wanting mind is our biological need to suryv

How ironic---that the very thing that sets us apart from other living beings and ensures our
survival, that quest for knowledge, that part of us that enables us to create, design, invent,
discover, build, acquire is also what enslaves us. Whatever it is that we want and accumulate,
be it money, cars, houses, clothes, recognition, power, knowledged all of which | prefer to label

as fAstuff, o0 all that stuff provi sumsthisusauffwili t h a f al
anchor us in this I|Iife, mar k our territory, provi
that we mattered. And isndét it interesting that t
resources we have to devote to that stuff to maintain it, to move it, to house it. Not to mention
worrying about keeping it, losing it or getting it in the first place. And the accumulation of all this
stuff doesndét ever really satisfy the yearning fo
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Formet he truth of this parable is revealed in the vy
have plenty of good things |l aid up for many years
thinks he knows how his life will be going forwardd that he will be happy, provided for, able to

kick back and relax. He thinks he has it all figured out, that he knows what is ahead, that he has

his |ife mapped out. I dondét think he diasdby al ki ng
ego | mean the self he presents to the world, the self that says | am what | have, | am what | do,

I am what | know, | am in charge, in control, self sufficient. 1 am separate from everyone else. |

am separate from God. He isnét taslstuh ng to his so

And so, | think, this parable is about faith or misplaced faith. Faith for me requires two thingsd

letting go of the ego and trusting God. It means first acknowledging our limitationsd that we are

not in charge, i n c¢ onriowwhhtliesahbaa.t Andwsecordatmequiresal way s Kk
that we trust that God is there for wus, that God
worldly possessions, is our true abundance with no expiration date. But rather than put our faith

in God, we put our faith in things, in our own ability, in our own knowledge. The more we have,

the more there is to acquire, the more we know, the more there is to know. We just keep

wanting and wanting. And like the homeless man and the dollar bill, it is never enough.

Because it is not about the stuff. The stuff isn
yearn for. ltés not about having but about being
about knowing, ités about bTehiinsg ykonuonwgn . ma nK ndoowens nboyt
And he either doesndt know or doesndét trust that
says, AThis is how it wildl be with anyone who sto
God. o

One of my favorite metaphors for faith is the image of floating. Floating requires me to let go of

any tension in my body and trust that the water Db
balancing act, and when it is achieved, | feel the most incredible sense of calm, of contentment,

of safety. Il 6d |Ili ke to tell you a persodaoel story

the actual experience, and second, coming to a different understanding of this experience over
time.

One summer quite some time ago, my children and | were attending a family reunion in

Colorado with all of my dadoés extended family. O
white water rafting. Well, | have a huge fear of vast or turbulent bodies of water. | love the

ocean. | have lived near it most of my life. Nearbei ng t he operative word. |
being in it. When | mentioned floating earlier,
had been a lot of snow this year in Colorado and the rivers were high and rapid and overflowing

their banks. In fact, there had been several river related deaths prior to our arrival. This was

clearly not the activity for me.

But my kids, who were probably 9 & 11 at the time, wanted to go and initially | agreed since

there were other adults going, including my brother-in-law who | trusted implicitly. At some

point, for whatever reason | dondét know, I convin
was to prove to myself that | could overcome this fear, maybe it was to demonstrate to my kids

that | could overcome this fear, maybe it was out of some deluded idea that only | could protect

my children.

So | went, and | knew | was in trouble the minute | walked into the building where we were to

register. There on the wall was a huge poster with a raging river and a lone raft with about 12
occupants careening down this river. Well, make that 11 occupants since at the back of the raft
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were two legs upendedd y ou k now, l' i ke a AV. DO fobanteoBught , Oh,
clamped down my panic and boarded the bus that took us up river to start the journey.

On the bus, we received some instruction, much like the airline attendants at the beginning of a

flight. I dondt Kk revewy timeltoothose ingtroctions. Yaunevdrknbw st e n
when youdre going to need this information. We | |
should enter the waterééédondt panic, donbdt try t
down river from you. Point your feet down river and float. The current will carry you to the rafts

and people will grab your | ife jacket and pull vyo
you do know there is nothing that actually holds you in the raftd no foot holds, no seat belts.

And you donét actwually sit in the raft, you sit o

Well, once in the raft we started to paddle with everyone putting their muscle into it except me. |
was actually leaning into the raft, My paddle barely touched the water! We proceeded through
several sets of rapids and finally reached a stretch of the river that was calm. | relaxed a little
and even started to chat with the guide who sat directly behind me. Big mistake. | had let my
guard down and before | knew it, we were in the next set of rapids and within seconds my legs

were up and over just I ike in thaAndiwastca@d, ey, and |
very cold.

What did | do? | panicked and started to struggle. And then | remembered the words of the
gudedndondét panic, dondt try to swim, float. o Wh e r
way down river and the people in the rafts seemed very small. So | pointed my feet down river

and let the current take me to them. And sure enough, | floated straight to the raft that had

ejected me just a few moments before. My nephew and brother-in-law grabbed my vest and

pulled me into the raft. And after the guide was assured that | was alright--and | was alright,

cold and wet and very tired, but alive and in one piece-- we proceeded downriver.

As we neared the end of our journey, the river became calm again and | heard the guide behind

me | augh. When | asked him what washedistpdraomny, he
|l 6ve | ost overboard, but you are the first person
sunglasses on! Did | mention that | hate losing things?

Well, my little adventure was quite the talk that night back at the family compound and for

several days as well. On the last night of our time together, we each received an award and

mine was a piece of driftwood with AThe River Wil
movie--Meryl Streep is a river rafting guide and Kevin Bacon is an escaped killer who kidnaps

Meryl and her family and forces her to transport him and his buddy down a treacherous part of

the river?). 1 still have this award proudly displayed on a shelf in my bedroom.

But herebs t he s ec on dlatgranrfact recehtly,tdiringshe Bnw@apping Year
Your Gifts program in our church, we were asked to share something that we had done that we

were proud of. | was going to share this story. | was proud. | thought | had overcome this fear

and survived. | thought | did it. |1 have an award! But the interesting thing was that in

remembering this event, it suddenly occurred to m
my survival. Yes, | had certainly been an active participant, but maybe God was in that river
with me. This was a revelation because in my ear

a footnote. Maybe God was that voice telling me not to panic. Maybe God was the current
holding me, sustaining me, protecting me and carrying me to where | needed to be.

21



This story took on a whole new meaning for me A
wei ghted down by fear or worry, when | 6ve been co
by envy or greed, whepnitdéyewbheenl bsel et bByone a
those times it was like | was back in that river, thrashing about, struggling to survive.

In the parable that follows the one we read today
there our hearts wi | | be also. 0 The things we put our fait

prove to be untrustworthy. These temporal anchors can become millstones or the line to the
anchor can be cut.

Why then is it so hard to trust in God, to give our hearts to God? If we could just let go of the
wanting, the worrying, the need to know, whatever stuff we are grasping at and hoarding and

|l earn to float, |l etting the current of Godds | ove
would know, really knowthatGod6s | ove is and al ways wil!/ be enol
Amen.
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EIGHTEENTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME
AUGUST 3, 2008

JENA ROY

Genesis 32:22-31

Jacob Wrestles Until Daybreak

The same night, he got up and took his two wives, his two maids, and his eleven children, and
crossed the ford of the Jabbok. He took them and sent them across the stream, and likewise
everything that he had. Jacob was left alone; and a man wrestled with him until daybreak.
When the man saw that he did not prevail against Jacob, he struck him on the hip socket; and

Jacobés hip was put out of joint as he wrestled w
breaking. o But Jacob said, al wildl not | et you g
your namé20 saAnd fiJacob. 0O Then the man said, iYo
but | srael, for you have striven with God and wit
asked him, fAPlease tell me your name. 0 Belh¢ he sa
bl essed hi m. So Jacob called the place Peniel, [
yet my | ife is preserved. 0 The sun rose upon him

hip. Therefore to this day the Israelites do not eat the thigh muscle that is on the hip socket,
because he struck Jacob on the hip socket at the thigh muscle.

*kk

Please join me in a brief word of prayer.
Great, mysterious and loving God,
we ask that you bless our efforts to hear and understand your Word
and embrace its transforming power for our lives.

Amen.
The gospel text for today is Matthewds account of
with a few fish and | oaves of bread. I'tdéds a f ami
overcoming seemingly daunting scarcity. Did you know that there are actually six variations of
this story among the four gospel s? l'tdés clearly
please, read it again when you get home. | am not going to focus on that story today, because
as |l ectionary luck would have iita,t Illéevaestb e ewm cdee aMhte

had the privilege to share my thoughts with you i

every time you see me comingyouaregoing t o duck around a corner so )\
my old fish story yet again. (You should have seen it, it was t...h...i...s... big!) Butin a way, all

of our shared stories of faith are fish stories i the more we tell them to one another, the more

we are able to comprehend the magnitude of Godés |

So, anyway, |l 6m going with Jacob and the Hebrew B
for us this morning is also familiar and, at the same time, quite mysterious. Who or what was

the figure that Jacob wrestled with all night beside the river? What happened? Who won?

What does this ancient story have to do with us?

To try to answer these questions, it may be helpful to step back and consider where Jacob was
coming from - and going to T literally and spiritually.
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Jacob was a biblical super hero, and also a rascal. He wrestled, wrangled and finagled his way
through life, starting all the way back in the womb with his twin brother Esau. Esau was born

first, but Jacob came out hangingby hisbr ot her 6s heel, as though he mi
Esau and cut in I|line at the | ast minute. He effe
encouragement and help he tricked his father Isaac into giving him the blessing that was
supposedtogobytr adi ti on to the el dest son, Esau. To avc
fled to the land of Haran, under the guise of finding a suitable wife from the house of his
mot herds brother Laban. On the way, hengelad a dr e

ascending and descending. Inthe dream, God stood beside Jacob and promised, just as God
had done to his father Isaac and his grandfather Abraham, that God would always be with
Jacob and bless him, and give him land and innumerable descendents. What a deal. But God
didnét say it was going to be easy.

There was definitely a family resemblance between Jacob and his uncle Laban. Each out-foxed
the other several times over during their long relationship, but in the end, Jacob came out
ahead. Again. After twenty years, God told Jacob to return to the land of his ancestors and kin,
so he packed up his large family and their considerable possessions and headed back to
Canaan, having ultimately made peace with Laban.

As Jacob approached his homeland, he sent messengers ahead to his brother Esau. They
came back and reported that Esau was on the way to meet him, with a company of 400 men.

When Jacob heard this, the text says that he was
wonder. Given the circumstances under which Jacob had left, this was more likely to be a lynch
mob than a welcome committee. And what 6és mor e, h

that he was about to get his just desserts.

It was Jacobb6s nat ur egenerally $eivaddim eyy welli So hevscransbled whi ¢ h
into action with an elaborate three-part defensive strategy. First, he divided his family into two

groups so one could escape if the other was attacked. Next, he prayed to God, reminding God

of Goddédsepramd asking for deliverance from his br
sent ahead lavish gifts hoping to appease Esau and garner his acceptance. For an added

measure of protection, he staged the gifts in batches in order to be able to gauge Es a u 6 s

reaction from a distance and thereby gain as much early warning of trouble as possible. To

Jacobbés credit, he -preaesvationo He appeased to beugenuifiety and s e | f
gravely concerned about his f aown IGgdhhdpmomisedhd® s s ake
a great family, and in turn, Jacob had a responsibility to care for them.

Our text encounters Jacob at a heavily pregnant moment. Having done everything he could
possibly think of, he ferried his family and possessions safely across the river and returned to
the opposite bank. Alone. Afraid. Defenseless. Anguished. Apprehensive. Exhausted. And
then... ambushed!

Out of nowhere, fAia man wrestled with him until da
Here he had been dreading something on the horizon, and he got hit over the head from behind

in the dark. | hope that none of you ever have the experience of being attacked like that. Sheer

terror. No chance to think or flee, only to fight for your life. Jacob that clever schemer was

totally off his game; somehow he had to tap into a deeper strength and courage that went

beyond his own.
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| suspect that Jacob did not know who his assailant was initially. Might it be Esau? A robber?
Perhaps a demon of some kind? Even when the attacker dislocated
of the fight, Jacob did not give up. Finally, after grappling all night long, the other said to Jacob,

iLet me go, for the day is breaking. o Jahimo b r efu
his blessing; this was so important to Jacob that he was willing to risk further injury to get it.

But first: a name change.

The power to name was given by God to Adam in the Garden of Eden, along with (and, really,

inseparable from) the responsibility to care for creation. Parents name children in an act of

creative joy, often combining family names with others that seem beautiful and/or filled with

hopeful expectation. In the course of our lives, we may pick up additional names that say

something about who we are in relation to others. Some may engender respect such as

fdoctord, other$omecobemmarchiskbdhgoe enilcykdn a mehs cvha s
believe it or not was given to me by my parents in love, just as | in turn call my daughter who |

adore fAstinky. o Some names may be demeaning and
imposed on the people our forbears kidnapped and brought here from Africa.

Inawelkk nown scene f r ormRongkbandletplelietiaménts that their rival

family names threaten to thwart the young |l overs,
cal l a rose by any ot her namMé. Aswaldll khowsthreestnie as s wee
could be said for a skunk. A name does not capture our essence any more than a name

change alters what is essential. Even though Bam

he still had the power, if you know what | mean.

We are known by different names to the different people in our lives. Maybe you have a name

that only the most special person or people in your life call you. | bet when you think about it, it

warms your heart. Romeo gets it right. He tells
baptizedo (I'l, ii, 50).

Names have the potential to both limit and empower us. To some extent, they both shape our
story and are shaped by it.

Jacobbés birth name translates as fAheel d or fAsuppl
world. The stories of his early life indicate that his name was apt indeed. In the process of this

alni ght wrestling match, however, Jacob becomes 1| s
Mor eover, Jacob the individual becomes | srael the

When God promised Jacob that God would be with him, Jacob may have imagined a reassuring

presence, possibly combined with a powerful force to keep his foes at bay. That would be a
reasonabl e hope given their relationship and Godbéd
the last thing Jacob expected was that he would be bushwhacked in answer to his own prayer.

In order to join Jacob in the depths of his suffering, God assumed human form. Except for that

one shot below the belt, it was a fair fight and a fierce struggle. Though they grappled all night

l ong, neither was able to overpower the other and
God was toying with Jacob; God also had a lot at stake in this wrestling match. God had

chosen Jacaob to be the father of his people, the keeper of the faith. Although Jacob had

resorted to tricks and flight to get out of difficult situations in the past, in this moment when he

was most vulnerable, Jacob stood his ground. Perhaps it was this indication of spiritual maturity

that moved God to grant him the name Israel.
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After Jacob realized who he had been contending with, he was amazed, for according to the
tradition of the day, no one could see God face-to-face, much less be in hand-to-hand combat,
and live. This struggle transformed their relationship, bringing new depth and respect to their
mutual faithfulness, thereby further solidifying their covenant.

God gave Jacob, now Israel, the blessing he had wanted. His scar was a lasting sign of the
divine touch that both wounds and heals. Being stripped of his superhero costume and
exposed to his own vulnerability was very painful, but in the process, Jacob found greater
strength. As the sun came up on the new day, our busted hero was limping but stronger,
humbled but more mature, no longer a grasper, but one who knew the embrace of a God who
woul dnét | et go.

After wrestling with God, the dreaded meeting with Esau was an anticlimax. As it turned out,
Esau ran to his brother and welcomed him with open arms.

Of cour se, i t do elamwayin carllives jusGodvias pkomised to bet with us
all the same. Struggle is real. As the Buddhi st
that God is also real. As the UCC has it, fANever
In other words, as long as we have collective breath, our stories and the story of our shared
faith aindét over yet. Suf f efi evergessantiadl Tlsetactafg gl e ar e
wrestling with God helps us to remember who we are and whose we are, and puts us in touch
withourGod-gi ven inner resources. ltdés a kind of #fAgra

difficulties we inevitably face on the road. | hate to break it to you, but God can see right
through all our tricks and excuses, so leave them at the door. When it comes to our relationship

with God, wedre not going to get away with anythi
webre rascals, and counts on us to do good and ma
deal , b ut joyandwanderd We areedeeply blessed.

When we engage actively with God, we are transformed. And the name that God calls us is
Afbel oved. 0O

Amen.

Jena lives in town with her two children and two dogs.

She first got to know God in the wilderness of northern Minnesota and Canada,

and later met Jesus in youth group.

She is grateful for her family and friends, and loves to read and have fun.
Jena is very excited about teaching Rite 13 in the fall!
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NINETEENTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME
AUGUST 10, 2008

BRUCE LAUTERWASSER

John 14: 1-6
et E A - How Can We Know the Way?
aF o o s
J o h n i 4 & &
ALor d, novken odvo wher e you are going. How can we Kknow

fortune for several years now of being invited to offer a summer service meditation and it has

been the case on more than one occasion that the genesis of my late summer ramblings lay

back in the cold days of winter when, listening to the reading of the morning scripture on an

otherwise unremarkable Sunday morning, | was jolted out of my reverie by a passage, or a

phrase, or perhaps a single word of scripture that found a sudden resonance in my brain. In the

case of this morningbs meditation we go barck a fe
March when this same passage of scripture was read. | was settled comfortably into my

accustomed place in the choir loft nodding along to the familiar words of Jesus about the many

mansions when the plaintive cry of Thomas, doubting Thomas, Thomas who might well be in

the running for the title of Patron Saint of the Clueless, pulled me up short and made me pay

attenti on. I under stood i mmedi ately why Thomas©os
feel the same way, clueless. How can | know the way?
Iltés not so much a spiritual mal ai se. I ndeed | f

of knowing what to do. How do I live and act in harmony with my faith in a world that seems to
offer nothing but challenges, challenges stretch out to the horizon as far as the eye can see?
From global issues like drought and melting ice caps, to national issues such as the rapidly
approaching bankruptcy of Medicare, Medicaid, and Social Security, to the impending dread of
facing our very first college tuition bill, with the promise of many more to follow! What is the
Christian response to these challenges? How do we act in ways that balance our own needs
with those of others and still be true to our faith? How can we know the way?

Thegoodnewsist hat Jesus does not | eave ThomasO6s quest.
have come to be seen as the very foundation of the Christian faith, Jesus says to Thomas and
the other disciples Al am the way, and trBtke tr ut h,

central focus of those who call themselves Christians has been to follow Jesus, because he not

only knows the way, he is the way. Indeed the earliest followers of the post-resurrection Jesus

did not call themselves @hyodbsti &8ost het answkerower §
guestion, and mine, would seem to be fairly straightforward. Figure out what Jesus would do

and do the same.

As logical as that approach may seem, | think there is another answer in this passage of

scriptur e edlybhelieve the meditation was going to be that short, did you?), and it is

to be found in Jesusdéd words that precede Thomasos
place for you, | will come again and will take you to myself, so that where | am, there you may
be also. 0 There are at | east two reasons | can t

words of Jesus as an answer to Thomasés question.
and that is simply not the natural order of things. Second, and | think more importantly, these

words seem to point to a future event, not somet h
and wil |l take you to myselfd is generally thought
fundamentalist Christians, to that ultimate future event our own death and resurrection. We may

27



take comfort in the idea that Jesus is preparing a place for us to be with him and with God, but

we donodot typically view that promisewadstodver ds t o
by today. I think this passage is too often inte
iThe kingdom of God is at handodo is interpreted.
hand | dondét believe dbat i Becwemang sban B8bhgokibdbdg
I believe that Jesus meant that the kingdom is al
own words and actions that are defining the kingdom every day. Inthe same way | believe that
Jesusintoday 6s reading is not talking about being with
editorialize Jesusd6 words as foll ows: iwhen I go a
you are ready and will take you to myself, so that where | am, thereyoumay be al so. 0O I b
that Jesusdé words are both a promise and an invit

waiting for us to be ready to be with him, to be open to the possibility that he is with us always
and that his presence can provide exactly that guidance that we need. Being with Jesus is
having the faith to believe and to act as if what we know to be good is good, what we know to be
true is true, what we know to be right is right. In the end, the challenge is not about figuring out
what Jesus would do. The challenge is allowing Jesus, who is with us, to inform our actions and
guide our steps.

Bruce and his wife Karen have been members of the church since 1980
when they moved to Winchester. Their four children, Steven (18), Clara
(15),

Gregory (12), and Hannah (9) have grown up in the church with Steve
and Clara now very active in the Youth Group. Bruce has taught Sunday
School as well as Confirmation classes and currently contributes to the
music program

through participation in senior choir and handbell choir.

“Do not let your hearts be
troubled. Believe in God,
believe also in me.”

John 14:1 NRSV
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TWENTIETH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME AUGUST 17,
2008

>

STEVE HAGGETT

AN
= \;~\‘i\»y Acts 9:1-19a
_— Y,

T~ —N . The service this Sunday was an interactive discussion on the conversion

on Paul.

In the scripture reading, we heard the story of Paul was on his way to Damascus to persecute
the followers of Jesus, when he was knocked to the ground and blinded. When his sight
returned, he saw the world differently, and accepted Christ.

Following the theme of seeing the world differently, we discussed how we saw three different
images.

The first was a simple
photograph of a mother and child

Members of the congregation described this image as peaceful,
calm, loving, pretty, safe, happy i an expected view of mother and
child.

The second image was a typical Renaissance depiction of
the same theme, from 500 years ago.

We saw this as comforting, colorful, beautiful, graceful. We
noticed that the artist, Boticelli, placed Mary, Jesus, and
Saint John in a current room with renaissance architecture,
popular dress, and a book. During this period, Christians
were trying to imagine Jesus in their own time; God in their
world. They saw Christianity as a struggle to adapt the
teachings of Jesus to rapidly changing modern times. The
final image comes from Byzantium, almost 1000 years ago.

This icon of Jesus and Mary was made in Constantinople,
the capital of the Eastern Roman Empire, around 1100 AD.
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It was sent to the Christian church in Kiev, and then eventually to Moscow by about 1500.
We saw this picture as solemn, strange, battered, emotional, golden, haunting.

The artist here is trying to create an image of perfection

and eternity. Mary is addressing the viewer with sad,

knowing eyes offering comfort and protection. Rather than

represent a beautiful image of family love, the Byzantine

people expect to see a vision of timeless, unchanging

perfection. They see Christianity as an attempt to create

Godbés perfect environment in thei

The icon itself becomes a part of the experience i itis
battered because it has been used extensively T prayed to
by Russian tsars and saints, carried by the faithful around
the city in times of trouble, from the invasions of the
Tartars in 1500 to the German invasion 450 years later.

After discussing how we saw these three images, and how
the people of the times saw their world and Chr
conversion.

When Paul regained his vision, he saw the world differently. He became a man of compassion,
a man of faith, a man of vision, a man of letters, a man of love.

Few of wus will ever experience a convers$ation
knocking us off our feet, with blinding light and booming voice experienced by those around us.
But our own journey includes the readings we hear, the ceremonies we experience together, the
hymns we hear, and the images we see.

We use these shared experiences and our meditations on Christianity to try to see our world
differently, to see our world as God wants us to see it.
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