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God is good—
All the time.
All the time—
God is good.
That’s why the psalm ist who wrote the fifty-first psalm could
pour out his soul, and that is pre cisely why we can ap proach God at
any time.
I come at this particular time in the history of The United
Meth od ist Church in con fes sion with a heavy heart for our dis unity
and pain. And yet there is hope, for in con fes sion there is, first, the
mercy of God. At the be gin ning of that psalm the psalm ist cries out,
“Have mercy on me, O God, ac cord ing to your stead fast love; accord ing to your abun dant mercy.” The re al ity of God’s stead fast
love is more fun da men tal than the re al ity of hu man sin ful ness.
First, we ac knowl edge the source of our sal va tion, the cen ter
of our life. The cry for mercy and for give ness co mes only be cause
of stand ing in the pres ence of this God of stead fast love and abundant mercy. An af fir ma tion of God’s pres ence and the di vine na ture
of in vit ing and wel com ing love is the first step into grace.
Re cently, I was given a plaque that is in scribed “Bidden or not
bid den, God is pres ent.” I placed this in my study along with a
branch of thorns from the Holy Land, re mind ing me that in the anguished cry, “My God, my God, why have you for saken me?”, even
in the midst of what ever throws me into an abyss of lone li ness, God
is pres ent, car ing, and call ing.
Clinton McCann, who writes in the The New In ter preter’s Bible, com ments, “While sin is in ev i ta ble and per va sive in the hu man
situation, it is not ul ti mately the de ter min ing re al ity.”And what
hope that brings to us while we grope our way to ward faith ful ness
and to ward unity! The cross is the de ter min ing re al ity. It is be cause
of the cross that we know God as a par don ing God. How of ten have
we sung as we have gath ered at the Eu cha rist: “O Lamb of God, that
takest away the sins of the world, have mercy on us, have mercy on
us”? And in awe and in mys tery, as we gather around the ta ble, we
cel e brate God’s pres ence and God’s par don. “The body of Christ,
given for you. The blood of Christ, given for you.” You know, it
seems to me that the most joy ful part and the cen tral part of our liturgy is the as sur ance of par don: ‘In the name of Je sus Christ, you
are for given.’ Why is it that we don’t shout then glory to God, “Hallelujah”? We can confess be cause we come be fore a par don ing
God. And so, O mer ci ful God, have mercy on us in The United
Meth od ist Church.
There is such brokenness in the world and in the body of
Christ. I can hardly be lieve at times when I look in side my self that I
find that I am more con cerned about dif fer ences in the church than I

am about the frac tured world in which we live. Where are my en ergies spent, where Je sus spent his time—heal ing, bless ing, point ing
the way to God’s pow er ful love and trans form ing love? Hardly. O
God, I’m guilty of an in sid i ous in dif fer ence to God’s many, God’s
many in the world who are hurt ing and many who don’t look like
me or who place de mands on me which I wish would go away. I
have this com fort with the many, and I waiver so of ten be tween responses of cow ardly si lence and ar ro gant rhet o ric. When dif fer ence
over whelms me, I find my self at times not talk ing. I lis ten to my
thoughts, my ra tio nale. And then, there are other times when I talk
hav ing not lis tened. I don’t lis ten be cause I don’t want to hear. I prejudge and I act as if I have noth ing to learn from my brother or sis ter.
I have to con fess that at times I’ve be come more en am ored by my
en light en ment train ing, which cre ated a crit i cal spirit, mak ing me
more an a lyt i cal and skep ti cal than wel com ing and ad ven ture some,
ex pect ing some new beau ti ful ser en dip ity in your world, O God,
that will bring a won der ful ad di tion to my life.
So cre ate in me, O God, a clean heart, washed and ready for
your sal va tion. Re new a right mind in me so that I can wel come you
in oth ers. Let me be hold the sac ra men tal mo ment of your pres ence
in the other. And let me hear the hymn of glad ness, yea, even the
birth pang song of some thing new be ing born in my heart and my
be ing be cause you are there.
Help me to par tic i pate in the twenty-first-cen tury drama of the
body be ing bro ken and the blood be ing shed in the cries of the si lent,
gasp ing for breath and life. O God, you are in all of the yearn ing
cries and even in the an gry shouts call ing for de liv er ance from addic tion and from op pres sion. You, whose na ture is to cre ate and recre ate and re store and re ha bil i tate, re store unto us, O God, the joy of
your sal va tion.
For too long, in many con ver sa tions, it seems to me, in The
United Meth od ist Church we have been hang ing our harps on the
wil lows and act ing as if we can not sing the songs of Zion. Eu gene
Pe ter son, in his mov ing rendention of the fifty-first psalm, writes,
“Tune me into foot-tap ping songs. Set these once bro ken bones to
danc ing. God, make a fresh start in me and shape a Gen e sis weep
from the chaos in my life.” Let us pray to gether that God will shape
a Gen e sis weep dur ing this time in Cleve land for The United Method ist Church.
In the mes sage in that vi sion of the risen Christ to the church at
Ephesus, there ap pears there to be a dy namic kind of di a lec tic between ex clu sive com mit ment to God’s val ues and in clu sive love.
That’s our di lemma in the church to day. How do we dis cover the
right bal ance? On the one hand, the church at Ephesus is af firmed
for the strength of con vic tion. “I know that you can not tol er ate evil
do ers.” On the other hand, the church is ad mon ished, “But I have
this against you, that you have aban doned the love that you had at
first;” that is, the love of Christ and the love for God’s chil dren in
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the world. On the one hand, there is judg ment and a call to re pentance. “Re mem ber then from what you have fallen and re pent.” On
the other hand, keep your faith ful com mit ment. “I know that you
have not grown weary.” Is it pos si ble for us to move to ward a Hegeli an di a lec tic in which the the sis and the an tith e sis come to some
res o lu tion in a syn the sis? Do both parts of that di a lec tic con tain
truths? And what are the truths that are con tained therein? Or is
there a more tran scen dent truth which can bring about the unity of
the body of Christ? We need to be open to this quest to re dis cover
the first love that can pull us to gether. The ral ly ing cry of hope for
the Ger man Con fessing Chris tians in 1934 is in the First Ar ti cle of
the Bar man Dec la ra tion. “Je sus Christ is the one word we have to
hear and obey both in life and in death.” One of the grow ing bar ri ers
to this central truth, and also, I believe, to the foundation for
evanglism in to day’s so ci ety, is the el e va tion of tol er ance, es pecially in the Amer i can so ci ety, to the peak of im por tant val ues. Can
we now speak about the unique ness and the all-suf fi ciency of Je sus
Christ? For some rea son, our cul ture has tried to take away the real
im por tance of tol er ance by giv ing it a def i ni tion which im plies that
there is no room for be liefs and con vic tions and un der stand ing of
truth. But tol er ance is the ac knowl edg ment of other view points and
the right of per sons to hold al ter na tive val ues. How ever, tol er ance
does not mean the ac cep tance of those views. And in deed, tol er ance
is im por tant, but it never means that we give up on our own con victions. Agape, lov ing con cern for God’s chil dren in the world, transcends and also deep ens the mean ing of tol er ance. To be sure, we
dare not den i grate the value of an other per son. We are al ways called
to lift up those around us. And yet, our deep est un der stand ing of
God’s grace is in Je sus Christ. And our ex pe ri ence of abun dant life
now and of eter nal life—that lies in the re al ity of Je sus Christ. And
what about, then, the abun dant life and the eter nal des tiny of our
neigh bors in the world? John Wes ley has re minded us, “You have
noth ing to do but save souls. There fore, spend and be spent in this
task. Bring sin ners to re pen tance. Do all in your power to build
them up in ho li ness.” Again and again, the cir cuit rid ers re corded in
their jour nals, “One more soul saved.” We dare not al low any lim iting def i ni tions of tol er ance to sand pa per the cut ting edge of evan gelism.
We want each per son in this world in which we live to know
the joy of sal va tion. One of the pre mier art ists in Pitts burgh is Linda
Barnicott. She hap pens to be the wife of one of our very young, talented pas tors. In our liv ing room is an orig i nal paint ing by Linda.
It’s en ti tled, “Let the Children Come to Me.” It’s a Na tiv ity scene.
Mary and Jo seph are stand ing along side and watch ing, and there is
a young girl in a Na tive-Amer i can cos tume who is sit ting there cradling and hold ing the baby Je sus. Waiting in turn, there is an other
child in Af ri can garb and an other one with an In dian sari, and all of
the races and the na tions of the world are wait ing in turn. They are
com ing in or der to hold and to be hold and to em brace the joy of salva tion. There’s a long line of per sons from all races and na tions, the
chil dren com ing. For they have heard the an gel voice, “For unto
you is born this day a Sav ior who is Christ the Lord.” They look
adoringly and lov ingly at this child, the child for all of God’s children. And just as the shep herds did, can you not see them and picture these chil dren run ning back and ex cit edly pro claim ing and
prais ing God that they have seen the joy of sal va tion? So we, too, I
be lieve, if we are go ing to move to ward any sense of unity, we need
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to share our sto ries of our ex pe ri ence of the joy of God’s sal va tion
with one an other.
I’m amazed con stantly--aren’t you?--that in the midst of trial
and op pres sion and de pri va tion, that United Meth od ists on the Af rican con ti nent and in other places in the world and in the midst of
some of our cit ies, that they are still gath er ing to sing and to dance
the songs of Zion. For way down in their hearts there is that which
can not be taken away. For it’s God who has placed the joy of sal vation there. How ter ri ble it must be if you can’t sing the songs of joy.
And our re spon si bil ity is not only to open our selves to re ceive the
joy of sal va tion, but it is to share so that oth ers can join in the song.
We give a prayer for those who don’t have one. We love those
whom no body loves. We sing for those who can’t sing. Again, Eugene Pe ter son, Mat thew 5:13: “Je sus said, ‘Let me tell you why
you’re here. You are here to be salt sea son ing that brings out the
God-fla vors of this earth. And if you lose your salt i ness, how will
peo ple taste god li ness?’” All per sons are within God’s in vi ta tion to
new life and eter nal life. Children in Af rica dy ing from AIDS and
vi o lence and star va tion. Children in the Ori ent plucked away from
their families and homes and given to prostitution and
pornographers and pedophiles, so that peo ple can gain in the Western na tions. Per sons of all ages in Cleve land and Berlin and Ma nila
and cities and rural valleys throughout the world victimized by
drugs. These are the many; the many dying, the many crying,
yearn ing for the day of sal va tion. These are those with out hope because their bel lies are empty. And then there are the spir i tu ally
empty who have their barns and their trea sur ies full. In the United
States our streets are filled with vi o lence, and the many, the chil dren
of God, are be ing scared and scarred and killed, while we bow down
be fore the de monic forces of the Na tional Ri fle As so ci a tion.
Lift up the cup of sal va tion with gov ern men tal de ci sion-makers around the world un til the peace able and oppressionless reign of
God is ful filled, un til we all can sit at the ban quet ta ble with all
races, and churches are free of ran cor, and weap ons of de struc tion
are elim i nated, and we all wash each oth ers’ feet.
It will only hap pen when we re mem ber our first love. “At the
cross, at the cross, where I first saw the light, and the bur den of my
heart rolled away. It was there, by faith, I re ceived my sight...”, and
now I know some thing about the joy of sal va tion. So we need to
share the story. In our quest for unity, we must re mem ber that every one has a name, and each name has a face and a heart. Any time
that we move from per sonal names to ab stract la bels, we are di minished in our ca pac ity to deal with what is best and at the cen ter of
life. Ev ery time we go along with this move ment from the per sonal
to the im per sonal, from the im me di ate to the re mote, from the concrete to the ab stract, we are di min ished, and we are less. I have a
name, George, and I have a heart. Sev eral years ago, a re porter from
the Boston Globe lit er ally ran af ter me dur ing a break of a very
con tro ver sial an nual con fer ence ses sion. He said, “I have fol lowed
you. I fol lowed your po si tions for sev eral years, and I do not un derstand you. You have taken rather lib eral po si tions re gard ing economic jus tice and wel fare and health care and gun con trol, but you
take con ser va tive stands on the is sues of hu man sex u al ity.You have
cham pi oned lib eral causes of af fir ma tive ac tion and ra cial jus tice
and eco log i cal con cerns, but you seem to be con ser va tive in theo-
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log i cal mat ters and talk about the par tic u lar ity of Je sus Christ and
the need for evan ge lism in the world. Who are you?”
Now I was im pressed with those per cep tions, but I was distressed that he wished to make me a plas ter of Paris mold. Know my
heart, and in our quest for unity, we need to know each other’s
hearts. We need to dis cern the move ment of God’s Spirit through
Scrip ture and through tra di tion and through ex pe ri ence and through
rea son to gether, but we’re talk ing from heart to heart. I’m thank ful
that the good shep herd calls each of us by name. And when there are
dif fer ences, we need to learn each other’s faith jour ney with Christ
and share it in the Coun cil of Bishops. We are not all cut out of the
same mold. Yet I want to tell you that even in the midst of dif ferences, I have lis tened in tently to my sis ters and my broth ers share
their won der ful in sights into bib li cal rev e la tion. And I have been
moved deeply by their sto ries of their faith jour neys and their love
for the first love—their jour neys in Christ. And I know that somehow, when heart meets heart in Christ, there will be gin to be an
open ing to the way and the truth and the life. And whether I change
or you change or we both change or nei ther one changes, we need to
know each other’s hearts, and not make as sump tions or al le ga tions.
Je sus knows our hearts and keeps on say ing, again and again, “Here
I am for you!” Can we not do the same? “Here I am with you, and for
you.” How else will the world be gin to know the joy of sal va tion unless they see it in the church? Finally, pas tors, do you know the
names of those in your con gre ga tion? Do you know their hearts? Do
you pray for their hearts with them? A won der ful la ity ad dress when
we talk about part ner ing. And I want to say to lay peo ple and the
clergy, one of the great di lem mas is that within our own con gre gations we don’t hold one an other and em brace one an other in God’s
love, know ing our hurts and our as pi ra tions and our tes ti mo nies and
our mis sion. To gether, do we sing and speak about the joy of God’s
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sal va tion with one an other? Do we talk with love: How is it with
your soul’s jour ney with Christ? Do we act out “here I am for you,
here I am with you”? In our dif fer ence, can we be gin to call each
other by name and know each other’s hearts? In the move to our first
love, we al ways must take along some body with us on that jour ney.
Some have said the time for di a log is past. Not so! It is never past,
when the fi nite mind is wres tling to dis cern the in fi nite and un til every thing is brought into a unity in Je sus Christ.
So in ad di tion, then, I want to sug gest, in ad di tion to shar ing
ver bally, we need to be to gether in mis sion in the world, side by
side. Re mem ber that song? “We will work with each other, we will
work side by side, and to gether we’ll guard each one’s dig nity and
save each one’s pride, and then they’ll know we are Chris tians by
our love.” As we face com mon evils to gether, side by side, even
will ing to put aside our dif fer ences so that we might fight against
those that we know in com mon are evil and con trary to God’s values. What face do we show to the world? Our name is Chris tian:
Christ ones.
So friends, let us keep on sing ing the joy of sal va tion. Let us
keep on pray ing, “Have mercy, O mer ci ful God, upon us and upon
your world.” Let us keep on serv ing side by side, and let us keep on
talk ing heart with heart, and then, per haps, we’ll get some of the
spirit of our choir. Do you re mem ber old Avery and Marsh, long
time ago, some of you? I want to join the great pa rade. I want to join
the happy car a van of God’s peo ple, God’s own peo ple march ing
round the world. There are peo ple of all times and places, there are
peo ple of all na tions and races—a sing ing, swing ing pro ces sion.
And here am I. Here am I. O God, re store unto us the joy of your salva tion.

