Twenty-second Sunday in Ordinary Time
September 1, 2013
Luke 14:1, 7-14

Open Table

Sitting at dinner in the home of a Pharisee, with a dinner crowd of “good church members” who watch him with suspicion, Jesus makes observations and gives advice that is really a clear instruction to us all about how to live in the reign of God:  when making up our guest lists and deciding how to share the blessings we’ve received, don’t be strategic. Don’t go for reciprocity. Be extravagantly, forgetfully generous. Invite the most unlikely, most unexpected of guests into your home and share that most necessary, most enjoyable experience of eating together. “You will be blessed,” Jesus says, repaid at the resurrection, for sure, but we sense that he’s referring to more immediate blessings as well. 

UCC ECONOMIC JUSTICE COVENANT PROGRAM
In the Bible, God’s people are promised a land flowing with milk and honey, a place of abundance for all. Today we live in just such a place: a wealthy nation and a richly-endowed world with resources even beyond imagining in earlier times. So why do people in this country and around the globe continue to struggle with hunger, joblessness, rising inequality, and all the other economic ills that plague society? Is there something more we can do, something more that God is calling us to do?  Maybe there is. 

The UCC’s Economic Justice Covenant Program provides a way for people of faith to explore issues of economic justice and discern whether God is calling their congregation to be an Economic Justice Church. The Program provides resources for worship, prayer, Bible study, education, spiritual growth, and interaction with diverse communities. It guides a congregation through a time of discernment and – if the decision is made to go forward – through the creation and adoption of an Economic Justice Covenant. It also suggests ways to engage in new ministries of economic justice. With a wide range of resources and flexible guidelines, congregations can easily tailor the Program to meet their particular needs and interests. 

The Economic Justice Covenant Program is available online at www. ucc. org/justice/ejcp or in Spanish at www. ucc. org/justice/ejcp-es. For more information, contact Minister for Economic Justice Edie Rasell at raselle@ucc. org or 866-822-8224, ext. 3709. Maybe this Labor Sunday is the time for exploring a new commitment to economic justice. 












Twenty-third Sunday in Ordinary Time
September 8, 2013
Philemon 1-21

A New Identity

Slowly (much too slowly, for sure) and inexorably, the gospel’s power made it clear to Christians that owning another human being was an offense before God, no matter how skillfully “good Christians,” as recently as one hundred and fifty years ago, relied on biblical references that seemed to accept slavery. Today, our churches are speaking out to condemn the practice of human trafficking, and our voices can be raised--like Paul’s--on behalf of those held in bondage even in our “enlightened” age. In a sense, Paul is exhorting Philemon to remember who he is as a follower of Christ. If we remember who we are as Christians, won’t that have an effect on our choices and on the way we live our lives? If holding a slave and not showing mercy are--obviously--unworthy of a Christian, what things do we do in our lives that keep us from living up to who we are?



IDENTIFYING THE ESSENTIALS
    In his book, Defining the Church for Our Time, Peter Schmiechen, President Emeritus of our Lancaster Theological Seminary, discusses the components that describe the church. Among them is the following:  “The church is a community which embodies in structures and practices the new life of Christ and the Spirit.” Rev. Schmiechen then goes on to list those essential structures and practices. 
*  worship, sacraments, and spiritual life;
*  music, art, and symbols;
*  proclamation within and outside the community;
*  creeds, catechism, and teachings;
*  education at all stages of life;
*  call and nurture of leaders;
*  marriage, family, and inter-generational life;
*  fellowship and care for one another;
*  service and witness, in and outside the church;
*  stewardship;
*  physical presence in the world;
*  governance which orders the life of the church and sets it apart from the world;
*  ecumenical relations among Christians and other religious groups. 
    As they begin a new church year, congregations might consider organizing an adult education program around the list Rev. Schmiechen has provided, discussing what the items mean to each member, and exploring the extent to which they are vital parts of the life of their church. 









Twenty-fourth Sunday in Ordinary Time
September 15, 2013
1 Timothy 1:12-17

Growing in God’s Love

Everyone knows  Paul’s story. A man of deep and sincere faith—who was so sure of himself and the rightness of his cause, back when he was persecuting Christians—and  yet God knocked him off his horse and blinded him until his heart and mind were opened to the grace of Jesus Christ in his life. That call on the road to Damascus, the experience of life-changing grace and his response to it, gives Paul authority to write the things he is about to tell Timothy. Surely, his own story would inspire and encourage sinners of somewhat lesser magnitude. We might consider today our own practice of testimony, however unaccustomed or even uncomfortable we may be with it, and the power of sharing our stories of faith and transformation. 

GROWING OLIVE TREES IN GOD’S LOVE
    Alone and frustrated. That’s the way many Palestinians, living in the West Bank and Gaza, must feel. And it’s exactly the way the occupation policies of the government of Israel--but not nearly all Israelis—make Palestinians feel. 
    Thanks to their worldwide networks, however, two Palestinian organizations—the YWCA of Palestine and the YMCA of East Jerusalem—do not feel alone. And, together, they have formed the Joint Advocacy Initiative (JAI) to strengthen and profit from their connections with their global associations. At the same time, church networks in Europe and North America, including our United Church of Christ, also support the JAI. 
     Neither we nor our Palestinian partners need feel helpless or isolated, either. Together, we can join and support the “Keep Hope Alive” Olive Tree Campaign, which is sponsored by the JAI. One of the most heartbreaking consequences of the Israeli occupation of Palestinian land is the destruction of olive groves—so precious to the Palestinian spirit and sustenance. Every year, seven thousand or more olive trees are uprooted, often right before the eyes of the Palestinian farmers who have cared for them. 
    Over ten years old, the Olive Tree Campaign is determined to replace every olive tree destroyed--and so far they have made progress—by planting trees and increasing global awareness of the issues. Each fall, international volunteers join Palestinians in harvesting the olives, and return again each spring to plant the new trees. We can support the “Keep Hope Alive” Olive Tree Campaign by giving to Our Church’s Wider Mission through our local churches and by contributing directly through Global Ministries.  









Twenty-fifth Sunday in Ordinary Time
September 22, 2013
1 Timothy 2:1-7

Prayerful Living

This letter reminds young Timothy, who was working hard to strengthen the church in Ephesus, about just who was really in charge of everything. In such an age, not unlike our own, earthly rulers might have been awed by their own power and might, and their subjects might have cowered, too, and wondered where to place their trust. Paul writes to his beloved colleague, Timothy, clarifying things: there is only one God, not a bunch of competing ones, and there is such a thing as truth, and you can count on it because we have received it from the One true mediator, Jesus Christ. In the meantime, then, pray for your leaders, even the pagan ones, in fact, pray for everyone, at all times. If we pray in all things and in all times, perhaps it won’t be so hard to get along with one another, and with our rulers and kings, as we make our way toward the truth.



ENDURNG, PRAYERFULLY
    First came the sportsmen, who slaughtered the buffalo. Then came the engineers who dammed the Upper Missouri River. Now the oil companies are coming to drill for petroleum and natural gas. Once again, intruders are changing the life of folks on the Fort Berthold Indian Reservation in North Dakota. Some of them may get rich leasing their lands. But all of them already feel the effects of the boom. “Both New Town and Parshall have experienced growth through population and truck traffic,” says Juanita Helphrey, who lives there. “Prices of food, gas, etc. have gone up and the impoverished among us have felt the impact the most. “  With the influx of workers from outside, she adds, “there are ‘culture clashes’ and new instances of prejudice and racism. “  
    After the herds of bison were decimated, the hunters went home. After thousands of acres of reservation land were flooded, the engineers departed. Eventually, when the oil and gas deposits are exhausted, the geologists, roughnecks, and truckers will leave too. The people of the Three Affiliated Tribes who live together on the Reservation have seen it all before. 
    And, through it all, these people have endured. Part of the reason is their faith, embodied in the UCC churches they maintain. Over the years, we in the wider church have helped them, providing modest salaries for their pastors. When the annual Neighbors in Need offering is received in two weeks, once again we will have the opportunity to support our Indian brothers and sisters in the UCC’s Council for American Indian Ministry. 












Twenty-sixth Sunday in Ordinary Time
September 29, 2013
Jeremiah 32:1-3a, 6-15

Surprising Investment

While Jeremiah has used many words in the past thirty chapters or so, here he uses a deed (literally) to deliver a message. In his action as much as his speech, he still digs deep and finds hope to sustain the people. Right at that moment he receives a perplexing, surprising, and, we might say, “counter-intuitive” message from God, telling him, in the midst of this disaster, to buy—to redeem—a  piece of land that belongs in his family. In response to God’s command, Jeremiah doesn’t just speak but acts, and with great care, even great though quiet drama. He buys his relative’s land, and makes something of a show of the transaction, just to make a statement. When it appears that there is no hope for tomorrow, Jeremiah makes a hope-filled, trust-filled statement about God’s intentions for Israel and its story, which will, against all appearances, go on. 


SURPRISING ABUNDANCE
    “Where can we ever find enough food to feed all these people?”  Jesus’ disciples weren’t the first skeptics to ask that question, nor the last. Scarcity-thinking is older than the Gospels, and as recent as last Wednesday’s church budget meeting. But Jesus will have none of it. 
    “I came that [everyone] may have life,” Jesus says--”and have it abundantly.”
Four thousand hungry people?  Tell them to sit down. Bless the seven loaves of bread and the few small fish we have. Invite the guests to eat until they’ve had enough. And then gather up the leftovers. 
    That episode is commonly known as the “miracle” of the loaves and fishes because we can’t conceive of there being enough to go around unless a miracle takes place. Stubborn scarcity-thinking leads to that conclusion every time. 
     Scarcity-thinking is not only unbiblical. It’s also counter-productive—because it leads to negative results. If there isn’t enough to go around, then some people will have to do without. And that will lead to a fight over those allegedly scarce resources. We can readily see how scarcity-thinking leads to conflict in international relations and global trade. 
     Scarcity-thinking also influences local congregations and church members. At last Wednesday’s budget meeting we might have been told that there isn’t enough money to do all the things we are called to do as a church. But Jesus tells us there is enough. Rather than fighting over allegedly scarce resources, then, let us pray for the strength to ask ourselves and others to give more generously out of our abundance. 










Twenty-seventh Sunday in Ordinary Time		
October 6, 2013
Psalm 137

Free to Grieve

In 587 B.C.E, the Jewish people experienced the terrible disaster that is at the center of the Old Testament: Jerusalem and its temple were destroyed, and the leaders were carried off in exile to Babylon. There, they refused to sing the songs of Zion, the songs of God, for their mocking oppressors in Babylon. No, they say, we’d rather hang up our musical instruments than entertain you. In the midst of a spiritual crisis, the people cry out in anguish and long for vengeance. Where was God now? Yes, someday things will get better, and the prophet Isaiah will even speak of Jerusalem once again as a joy, but for now they--we--are indeed, free to grieve, to pour out our hearts in anger at injustice and suffering and in longing for all things to be made right, free to put all of that into the hands of the God who loves us, and listens to us, and looks after all things. 

NEIGHBORS IN NEED
     Today’s Gospel reading in Luke 17:5-6 has me reflecting on the millions of people for whom some type of systemic injustice is a constant reality. Whether the issue is food security, wage theft, gun violence or marriage equality, to name a few, seeking relief through scripture, prayer or community, undergirded by faith, is paramount to one’s survival. 
     The apostles asked Jesus to “increase [their] faith” at a time when uncertainty, fear, and doubt regularly plagued them. Their concern for persecution, loss of community, even death was palpable as they journeyed with the Messiah who taught and offered them a new spiritual discipline. This discipline was counter-cultural for them as Jews and as citizens of the Roman Empire. Nonetheless, it was important that they seek and be reassured by Jesus that they had what was needed to move further down a road less traveled, for actual harm existed. Jesus reminded them that faith just is. God does not demand that it have any tools of measurement. 
     Through the generous support of the Neighbors in Need Special Mission Offering,  Justice and Witness Ministries staff is able to provide small grants as well as a variety of tools and tips to assist people who feel and are marginalized due to a variety of injustices. Furthermore, we remind our sisters and brothers in Christ that their belief in a Loving and Just God is sufficient. It is the foundation on which their faith lives are anchored. 
								Rev. Bentley de Bardelaben
								Justice and Witness Ministries
								United Church of Christ









Twenty-eighth Sunday in Ordinary Time
October 13, 2013
Jeremiah 29:1

Planting Life

The great prophet Jeremiah, who speaks surprising words, urges the Jewish people being held in Babylon to settle in for the long haul, to build houses and plant gardens and start families, because they’re going to be there for a while. They’ll have to trust God and the promises of God, and even more, they should learn to seek the welfare of their captors, and to pray for them and their city as well. Jeremiah’s instruction sounds familiar to followers of Jesus who have also been instructed to pray for our enemies. We like to think that Jesus’ teaching was revolutionary, but here we see just how deep the roots of our tradition are, for Jesus is in a prophetic line that stretches back to Jeremiah, and he shares Jeremiah’s surprisingly expansive vision that is “good news of great joy” not just for some people but “for all the people” (Luke 2:10-11). 

“BE ALL YOU CAN BE”
   “Be all you can be” is not a UCC motto. But, still, those words might well apply to our congregations that strive to answer God’s call to ministry and mission by voting to be “just peace” churches that are “open and affirming” and “accessible to all. “  Those last three words, however, sometimes get forgotten. 
    It’s especially important to remember them today, Access Sunday, which marks the beginning of Disabilities Awareness Week. 
    The old U. S. Army recruiting slogan also applies to people with disabilities, many of them in our own UCC family. “Be all you can be” certainly describes the career of Rev. Bob Molsberry, former Ohio Conference Minister and now interim pastor at Peace UCC in Webster Groves, MO. An avid cyclist, in 1997 he was struck by a hit-and-run driver and left paraplegic while serving Grinnell UCC in Iowa. That, however, did not stop Bob, who proclaims he is “alive, in every sense of that word.”  He didn’t even give up his favorite sport. “I use a ‘handcycle’ now.”
   Continuing his ministry, Bob also became a writer. His first book, Blindsided by Grace: Entering the World of Disability, is about his experience and adjustment to disability. In his second book, Tour de Faith: A Cyclist’s Lessons for Living, Bob used bicycling as a metaphor to introduce key tenets of progressive Christian faith. 
    More recently, Bob has turned to swimming. Last year he placed first in the 100 and 200 meter breast stroke competition in the U. S. Paralympics Trials. 
    What has sustained Bob and his wife Ann through it all?  “We never lost sight of the fact that we live in God’s love. “ 










Twenty-ninth Sunday in Ordinary Time
October 20, 2013
Luke 18:1-18

Ask Boldly, Live Justly

By the time Luke was writing his Gospel a generation or so after Jesus died, people were starting to feel discouraged. They were tired of waiting for Jesus to return, tired of being persecuted; they were anxious and suffering. Today’s passage is about not being discouraged, not losing heart. However, we’ve somehow read it more as an instruction to “nag” God with our repeated requests. Once again, Jesus uses a figure from the very edges of society to teach his followers a lesson. In the patriarchal Mediterranean world, women do not speak on their own behalf. So the widow in this scripture  is acting outside the normal bounds when she finds her voice and speaks up for herself. Maybe it’s because she knows that there’s a special place for her in the heart of God. Widows, orphans, and aliens are all very close to the heart of God. Who are “the widows” of our time: the ones without a voice who speak up anyway in protest of injustice?



THE BEST MOMENT?
    Chalk up another UCC “first.” According to Professor L. Edward Phillips of the Candler School of Theology, children’s sermons probably originated in a Congregational church. At least he hasn’t found any reference earlier than the 1880 minutes in which a Congregational layperson observed that the children’s sermons were the best of Sunday morning worship!  Many of us would second that sentiment, especially today, which is Children’s Sabbath. 
    But there are others who wouldn’t. Always provocative, Rev. William H. Willimon has two objections to children’s sermons: “They are not for children and are usually not sermons.” Not only seminary professors are questioning the usefulness—and even the appropriateness—of what are sometimes called “the children’s moment.” Even some congregations are asking whether they should be discontinued. 
    Although they may go back more than a century, children’s sermons only became a common part of worship during the 1970s, when many churches experimented with the liturgy. The issue of children’s moments is really part of a larger question: children’s place in worship. Until the Sunday School movement of the nineteenth century, the whole family worshiped together in church. Now, in many Protestant churches, children are “excused” sometime before the adult sermon. If they are invited to come forward first for a children’s moment, both advocates and critics of the practice agree: children’s sermons should be simple and well-prepared. 










Thirtieth Sunday in Ordinary Time
October 27, 2013
Luke 18:9-14

Just Worship

The tax collector in this passage flings himself on the mercies of God and depends on God to do something remarkable in his life. There are so many reversals in the Gospel of Luke that perhaps we shouldn’t be surprised that this hated collaborator goes home justified while the observant religious type doesn’t. If we, too, come before God in humble openness and fervent trust in God’s goodness, we make room for God to work in our lives. That is much closer to righteousness than all the good works we can manage. Honesty in prayer flows from openness: an open heart, an open mind, a life opened to God and to transformation. Such humble and trusting prayer helps us to discover who we are, and who God is: merciful and loving and just.



EDUCATION IN THE FAITH
    Many of us know the Big Three of the Protestant Reformation—Martin Luther, Huldrych Zwingli, and John Calvin. But, for all their gifts and energy, they could not do it all. Important work remained for the second generation of reformers. So it is fitting to remember them, too, on this Reformation Sunday. 
    To be sure, the Big Three had laid the theological foundations of Protestantism, but now the laity had to be educated into the faith. Religious doctrines can be complex and confusing. (We are not the first generation to stumble over the essentials of our beliefs, only the latest.)  Thus, from the beginning, the Christian church has provided its members with instruction in the tenets of the faith. The “textbooks” for that formation are called catechisms. They summarize the doctrines of the church, usually in a question-and-answer format. 
     The new Reformed church obviously needed a new catechism, and that task was assigned to the faculty at the University of Heidelberg. The work they produced in 1563 has ever since been known as the Heidelberg Catechism. 
     It consists of 129 questions and answers divided into fifty-two sections, one intended to be taught on each of the Sundays of the year. The Heidelberg Confession was quickly translated into some forty different languages, and is still officially honored today, especially in our UCC churches in Pennsylvania, where one of our historically-related colleges bears the name of its chief author, Zacharias Ursinus.       
 










Thirty-first Sunday in Ordinary Time
November 3, 2013
Luke 19:1-10

Transforming Love

A few chapters earlier in Luke, we learned how dear to the heart of God “the lost” are, in stories of lost sheep, lost coins, a lost son. Zacchaeus may be hated by the crowd, but he is loved and valued by Jesus, who has come to find him. Perhaps Jesus asks around to find out the name of that fellow up in the tree. It’s “who Jesus is” to seek the lost, including us: it is his mission. This is also a story about joy, for Zacchaeus joyfully welcomes Jesus, in contrast to the rich ruler who walked away sad from his encounter with Jesus, because he couldn’t let go of his possessions. The gospel is certainly “good news” for Zacchaeus: nothing less than salvation has come to his entire household. It requires the grace of God for the rich to enter the kingdom of God, we recall, nothing less than a miracle. It’s a good thing that “with God, all things are possible,”  including miracles!


ENDING BULLYING
    Carrie Goldman got interested in bullying after her six-year-old daughter was taunted at school for wearing a “Star Wars” backpack. Even in first grade, apparently, “Star Wars” gear was for boys only. 
    That may seem like a trivial example of a serious social problem, but it fits the definition of bullying—repeated verbal or physical acts intended to hurt an individual. Carrie Goldman recognized it as such, and eventually wrote a book about “what every parent, teacher and kid needs to know about ending the cycle of fear.”
    Jan Resseger, our United Church of Christ Minister for Public Education and Witness, knows about bullying from extensive reading, research, and reflection. She also draws lessons from scripture, including Jesus’ parable of the shepherd in Matthew 18. 
    “When a child or adolescent is being bullied,” she says, “all of the children or adolescents involved have gone astray: the bully who is systematically abusing another child or adolescent; the victim, often isolated, who experiences the ongoing verbal or physical abuse; and the witnesses, themselves children or adolescents, who face what may be their first real moral test—namely what to do when someone is being hurt and the witness feels too vulnerable to intervene.”
     And what is an adult—a teacher or youth pastor—to do? “Adults need to search for each of these sheep gone astray,” Jan says. “Adults can also make changes in a youth group, school, or community to ensure safer pastures, because the culture of those institutions can affect the degree of bullying that happens.”
    You’ll find additional resources on bullying at www. ucc. org/justice/justice-for-children.








Thirty-second Sunday in Ordinary Time
November 10, 2013
2 Thessalonians 2:1-5, 13-17

Hold On To Faith

The confidence and beliefs of the Thessalonians were shaken enough to prompt this letter of encouragement to get them back on the right track. The first section of this week’s reading is provided to counter the faulty teachings and provide guidance in moving the church forward. “Standing firm” is the ultimate challenge. The first-century community of believers was susceptible to teachings that moved them away from the teachings of Paul and other teachers who brought them to their young Christian faith. They could rest on the new, unsound teachings they heard or live into the traditions they knew and trusted. In our contemporary society, we, too run the risk of being deceived, especially when we are in vulnerable places. How do we recapture those memories of God in our midst when we are being caught up and swept away by those who would deceive us and erode our faith traditions?  

MORE THAN A BUDGET
   You’ve probably heard it before. The manager of your public radio station announces, “Since we’ve reached our goal, we’re ending our fall campaign two days early!”  
    Fund-raising professionals wince whenever they hear an announcement like that. Aren’t they happy that the station reached its goal?  Of course. But terminating the campaign early is like saying to persons who haven’t yet pledged, “Thanks, but we don’t really need your contribution now.”
   Imagine a church announcing: “Since we have met our budgeted needs for the coming year, we are calling off our stewardship drive. Those of you who haven’t yet pledged don’t need to bother.”  
    Ridiculous as it sounds, isn’t that in effect what churches say when they build a stewardship emphasis around giving to a budget?  Isn’t that frankly placing a ceiling upon giving?
    To be sure, a congregation needs a budget. But shouldn’t it be presented as the absolute minimum the church needs in order to meet its obligations?  The point of departure, not the goal, for real ministry and mission?
   Viewed from that angle, then, church members can be encouraged to give not to the church’s need to receive but to their own need to give, and to give generously. Pledging passionately, without regard to itemized giving goals, can be a liberating—even life-changing—experience. Getting past budget-thinking can free us to dream, yes, dream, of making a difference in other people’s lives. And also in our own. 











Thirty-third Sunday in Ordinary Time
November 17, 2013
Isaiah 65:17-25

When we witness the deterioration of so many of our cities--the loss of population, the rise in crime, and the decay of our infrastructure and institutions, perhaps we can begin to imagine how the people of Jerusalem felt around 475 B.C.E., two generations after they returned from exile and tried to rebuild their devastated city. In this setting, Isaiah speaks of a vision from God, who, in the midst of human suffering and despite the long wait, is about to do a new and great thing, echoing the Genesis creation story, this time with the “curses” undone—all of the suffering will end because of the caring presence of an attentive, responsive God who will bring transformation not in some apocalyptic sense but in a concrete, this-world experience of all things made right. Creation will be so full of peace that even “natural” predators will live gently, side by side. This is the dream, and the promise, of God.




OUR CALVIN SYNOD
    We all know how persecution eventually drove our Pilgrim forebears in the Congregational Church out of England. But what they endured, painful as it was, cannot compare with the ordeal of the leaders of the Hungarian Reformed Church. In the Catholic Counter-Reformation of the 1670s, Hungarian Reformed pastors were given a fateful choice: conversion or slavery. The forty-two who refused to give up their faith are immortalized in the so-called Hymn of the Hungarian Galley Slaves, “Lift Your Heads, O Martyrs, Weeping,” found in our hymnals. 
    Unlike the Pilgrims, Hungarian Protestants could not find refuge in America at that time. It was not until the second half of the 19th century that they came in large numbers. When attempts to organize an independent Hungarian Reformed Church here met with difficulties, the Home Mission Board of our predecessor German Reformed Church in the United States commissioned two Hungarian pastors in 1891 to organize congregations. In two years seventeen had been started, and in 1905 a Hungarian classis—or jurisdiction—was officially approved.
    The years between the two world wars witnessed the transition from the Hungarian language to bilingual churches, and by 1950 almost all conducted their services in English. Meanwhile, when the Evangelical and Reformed merger took place in 1936, the Hungarian churches were organized into the non-geographical Magyar Synod, which became the Calvin Synod after the United Church of Christ was formed in 1957. Today the Calvin Synod has twenty-eight member congregations, which enrich the diversity we honor in our inclusive church. 













Reign of Christ
November 24, 2013
Colossians 1:11-20

Together in Christ
For Christians in every age, following Jesus is a big-time “game-changer.” The church in Colossae, and we today, are provided with a worldview in today’s scripture, a description of the cosmos from the smallest things to the most incomprehensible, all taken up in God. The author of the Letter holds together the huge ideas of how the cosmos was created and how it then holds together with the everyday command to live as a community based on love. We may feel overwhelmed by insoluble problems: war, hunger, poverty, and damage to the environment, but here are the roots of Christian hope, for God in Christ is at work in the world, in the big picture of all creation, and in everything that affects us personally in our own little lives, as well. What is the power that helps you get through your day and the struggles of your life? 

THANKSGIVING DIVERSITY
    While it’s debatable how much the past can tell us about the present, there’s no question that the present can teach us a lot about the past. 
    So, as we come to appreciate the rich diversity of contemporary American society, we are also discovering that many different peoples contributed to the earliest development of North America. Even that quintessential American event, Thanksgiving, it turns out, was not at all unique. 
    Years before one group of dissenting Protestants—the Pilgrims—found refuge on Cape Cod, another persecuted Protestant community—French Huguenots—sought haven at the mouth of the St. Johns River in Florida, where they promptly held a service of “thanksgiving.” That was in 1564, and the celebration turned out to be premature. The next year, armed Spaniards attacked the French colony and killed all its inhabitants. 
    As everyone knows, Canadians celebrate Thanksgiving too. Its origins, according to tradition, go back even further than the Pilgrims’. Canadians believe their holiday began when the English explorer, Martin Frobisher, arrived in present-day Newfoundland in 1578. Having safely crossed the Atlantic, he declared that a day be set aside for giving thanks to God. French settlers in Canada held their own Thanksgiving feasts early in the next century, sharing what they had with the Indians—now called First Nation people. 
  May it enhance your appreciation of this coming Thanksgiving holiday to know that other North American peoples, too, have set aside a day to express their gratitude to God. 


