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Let uspray. Gracious God, embue thishum ble ser vant
with your Spirit. Sur round this your gath ered peo ple with
your grace, and that to gether what we do will be ac cept able
inyour sight. Amen.

It waslate on aSunday morning last Fall. Themeeting
of the Gen eral Board of Church and So ci ety. Themeeting
had ad journed. And dur ing that meet ing we had acom puter
that cal culated, moment by moment, the32,000 chil drenthat
diearound theworld each day from prevent able causes, such
asstar vation, disease, war. Thenumbers, of course, quickly
changed whilewe met those days, but they werevisi bledur-
ing the ple nary. But now the meet ing was over and | hap-
pened to be the last person to leave that room. But the
com puter wasstill on. Thenum berswerestill going, andsol
went over and turned off the computer. Walked out of the
room but still know ing that though there was noth ing onthe
screen, the num bers still went on.

Y ou know thereisan ex cel lent re sourcewhichis pro-
duced by our four program boardsfor the Bishop’ slni tiative
on Children in Pov erty enti tled “A Church for All God’s
Children.” | know most of you have used thisin your lo cal
con gregations. Wesing, you know, thefamil iar songs, that
famil iar song rather, “ Je suslovesthelit tle chil dren, all the
chil dren of theworld. Red and yel low, black and white, they
arepreciousinhissight. Jesuslovesthelit tlechil dren of the
world.” All the chil dren: abused, ne glected, hun gry, home-
less, diseased, victims of war, orphaned by AIDS. Jesus
lovesthelit tle chil dren, all the chil dren of theworld.

The writer of John’sfirst let ter which was read for us,
and | just want to re peat some of those words. “Beloved, let
usloveoneanother, becauseloveisfrom God; ev ery onewho
lovesisborn of God and knows God. Who ever doesnot love
doesnot know God, for Godislove. God' slovewasrevealed
among usinthisway: God sent hisonly Sonintotheworld so
that we might live through him. In thisis love, not that we
love God but that heloved us and sent his Son to be the aton-
ingsacri ficefor our sins.”

AndintheGospel of Johnthosefamil iar words: “ God so
loved the world that he gave his only Son.” The world and
ev ery body init. The su preme gift of lovethat we might live
through him, that we might love because God loved and
loves.

Reginald Fuller, who is per haps best known for his bib-
li cal com men tarieson thelectionary, hassaid that “God is
love” isaconfession of faith from those who have en coun
tered thelove of God in Je sus Christ. Thelove of God in Je-
sus Christ. God' sgift of lovewasagift of reconcil i ation, a
gift of sal vation, agift of power, toaworld possessed by sin,

alien ated from God. A world whose peo ple not only needed
sal vation but needed it in the form of hu man presence, hu-
man words and deeds.

That gift wasagift of the aware ness of the need for usto
loveaswehavebeenloved. Itwasagiftthatinex er ciseof the
response reminds us of God's predisposition to the poor.
There are 35,000,000, over 35,000,000 peo plein pov erty in
the United States. Inthe past gen er ation the gap between the
havesand thehavenotshasin creased and contin uesto do so.
From 1974 to 1996 the bot tom 20% of the pop u lation lost
10%inreal income, real incomeac cordingtoinflation. The
top 20% gained 39%. The top 5% gained 65%.

Hear thesewordsfrom Isaiah 58: “Isthisnot thefast that
I choose: toloosethebondsof injustice, to undo thethongs of
the yoke, to let the oppressed go free, and to break every
yoke?lsit not to shareyour bread with the hun gry, and bring
the home less and poor into your house; when you seethe na-
ked, to cover them...?” Jesus' identi fi cationwiththeleastin
Mat thew 25, sofamil iar to us.

Our Amer i can history as a church that had a thirst for
justice aswell asathirst for souls; and I’ ve seen that same
thirst for justiceand soulsas| have been in other parts of the
globeasapart of our United Meth odist Church. Com mitted,
yes, to the im prove ment of the qual ity of life of all God's
people. The late Dr. Benjamin Mays, great educator and
mentor, somanyincludingMartinLuther King Jr.,oncesaid
that “Thetest of atruereli gion isnot how wetreat one who
holdsahighposi tioninsoci ety but how wetreat theonewho
hasno po si tionto hold. Not how we re spond to the call of
onewho wields power, but how were spond to the call of one
who has no power to com mand us. Reli gion is not how we
teach the rich but rather the attitude we take toward the
poor.” Acting oth er wisemay bethepoliti cal thingto do. It
may be the tact ful or dip lo matic thing to do. It may be that
whichisben efi cial toour self-inter est, but that’ snot thereal
test. It's not the real test.

Para graph 104 in our Book of Discipline declaresthat
the heart of Christian ministry is Christ’s ministry of out-
reachinglove. Toidentify withandseri ously act onbehalf of
the poor and the pow er lessistorisk, to risk theloss of some
of one’ sown power; one’ sownprivilege; one’ sownenti tle
ment’ one’ sownconvenience—individually,corporately,or
institutionally.

God' sgift of loveisagift for transfor mation. Ron Sider
in hisre cent book, Just Gen er osity: ANew Vi sionfor Over-
coming Povertyin Amer ica, wrotethat bibli cal justicedoes
not mean we should merely help vic tims cope with op pres
sion; it teachesusto re move, to removeit. Bibli cal justice
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does not merely re quire fair pro ce dures for the poor; it de-
mandshew oppor tunity.

Howard Thurman, in his autobiography, describeshis
ex peri enceasapastor-thefel low shipof All People sChurch
in San Fran cisco-what he learned about love, said that one of
the central things was that the ex peri enceof beingunder
stood by another was of primary importance. Somewhere
deep within was aplace beyond all thoughts and vir tuesthat
hadto beconfirmed beforel could runtherisk of opening my
lifeuptoanothertofindul ti matesecurity inul ti matevul ner-
abil ity. Thisisto belove.

I think that God’ slovefindsthe placewheretheindi vid
ual, or the institution, or theor gani zation, yea, thechurch
wherethosesoul sareundressed, whereul ti matevul ner abit
ity and ul ti mate secu rity cometo gether. What about Je sus
go ing to the cross, se curein the know! edge of who he was
and who God was and his relation ship to God? But com
pletely vul ner ableashewent tothecross. But anex plosive
lovewasmani fested there, alovethat saved the world from
sinanddeathon Fri day, anddeliv ered new lifeon Sunday.

And sowe, inreceiv ingthislove, in shar ing thislove,
are able to risk beyond ourselves and live through Christ.
That’ stransfor mation. That’s, that’smir acletalk. Thatisin
thespirit of thewordsof that gospel song, “LoveLiftedMe.”
When noth ing, noth ing else could help, love lifted me. A
heart for Christian ministry istheministry of Christ’ sout-
reaching love. It's serious. It's radi cal. It en ablesen gage
ment with asystemic and with theestab lished.

When | wasadistrict su per inten dent, therewason my
district, or theedgeof thedistrict, achurch—very small, very
small congregation, Ger maninori gin. Infact, | remem ber
go ing to that church. It has—it had al waysbeen small. | re-
mem ber go ing to it for the 100" an ni ver sary. Andintrue
itinerate fashion, they had had 69 pastorsin 100 years. | re-
mem ber that con gre gation. It was served part-timeby are-
tired pastor, but hisspousewas also apastor in an other small
con gre gation, which wasthe United Church of Christ. And
her church be came so small that it had to close, and shewrote
alet ter to her con gregation asthey wereabout to close. And
thisisabit fromthat. “I am writing my last let ter to you sit-
tinginmy back yard. | look at the or derly ar ray of gray patio
blocks, and see the most amazing sight. In the cracks all
kindsof flow ersand plantshavesassily jumped up, makinga
lovely unplanned gar den. Herearevi olets, May flow ers, cot
umbine, myrtle, Dutchmen’'s breeches, and many others
which| can not name.

Thisismy scat tered con gregation out intheworld: out
rageous upstarts who will disturb the established order,
God's people scattered and gathered, reaching out with
Christ’s love in the various configurations for us of this
globa connection. Loving because we live in the world
through Christ with out ex clu sion, theworld and ev ery body
init.”

Y ouknow, there' sthat inci dentinthelifeof Jesusof the
rich young man who co mesto Je suswith the question about

inheritingeter nal life. Andinthecourseof theconver sation
the young man tells Je sus that he has kept all the com mand
ments. And the Scrip ture saysthat Jesuslooksonhimandre-
aly loved this young man. Then he said to him, “Y ou lack
one thing. Go and sell what you own. Give the money to the
poor, and you will have trea surein heaven. And then come
andfol low me.” And when he heard thishe was shocked. He
was shocked and went away griev ing be cause he had many
pOssessions.

| kind of think, you know, that this young man—when
he came to Je sus—he was ask ing aquestion that he had al-
ready answered. Hehaddoneitall. Hereally wascomingfor
ablessing; hewasn’taskingfor—askingforaresponsefrom
Jesus.

| wish, though, | could re write that, the end of that. And
if I could rewritethat end ing, | would have this young man
walk ing away from Jesusandthenreflectingand pray ing a
bit and then run ning back to catch upwith Jesusand say, “ Je-
sus, waitamin ute! | know that | failed thetest, but just et me
walk with you. Just let metalk with you. Just et melistento
you awhile. Just let mewatchyou. Just let mefol low your ex-
ample. | promisenot to ask any questionsun lessthey’ reau
thentic. Strengthenandempower mespirituallyinyourlove,
that | may shareyour love with oth ersyour peace, your com:
passion, your justice. That | may tell your stories. Let mebe
with you. Evenin my fail ings, let me be with you.” | wish |
could have re writ ten that story, be cause that’s the way we
are. Walkingwith Jesus, walkingwith Jesus, devel opingour
spir i tual power. Making our mistakes, yes! Staying close.

There sastory inthelifeof my family that I’ veonly told
once, and that was at my annual confer ence. My pater nal
grand par entswere born into slav ery. And when | told this
story at annual conference one of the young people said,
“Bishop, | did n't know you werethat old.”

WEell, seethisstory, what hap pened wasthis, that | ana
younger son, very younger son, atleastinrelationshiptomy
father and my father was the baby in his family. He had
niecesand neph ewsthat wereolder than hewas. It wasone of
those kind of sit u ationswhereyou havethese big fami lies
andthoseborn at theend, in hiscase, found them selvesbeing
much, much—al mostinanother gener ation.

But my grand mother and my grand father camefrom Ak
abamaand moved to Mississippi asslavesand thisstory is
the story of the day of emancipation for them. My grand-
mother was out in the field, the cot ton field, work ing. My
grandfather camerun ning and saidto my grand mother, “I’ ve
got someim por tant newsfor you.” Shekept right onworking
andhesaid, “STOP!” Shestill kept right onwork ing because
itwasn't timeto stop, and no over seer had given any kind of
instructions. And then he said to her, he said, “Virginia,
we're free.” She kept right on walking, or, kept right on
workingrather,becauseitdidn’tregister.Hesaid,“ Virginia,
we'refree!” And, when theim pact be ganto sink in shejust
sat right down ontheground, be ganto sob. And my grand fa-
ther kept ontalk ingto her, tell ing her about thein structions,
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givingherinstructionssaying, “ Well, wehaveto, wehaveto
go back to our own place and then there’ sgo ing to be ameet
ing at the main house and they’ re go ing to tell uswhat to do
af ter that. Then hereached down to help my grand mother of f
theground, up off theground, and sheresisted. And she said,
“Come on down here with me. Let us get on our knees and
thank God for this gift of free dom. And let us pray for the
strength and the guid ance that we will useit well!”

Letusgivethanksfor thisgift of God' slove. Pray for the
strength and guid ance--con tinue to pray--that we will useit
well. God' sgift of lovefor theworldand ev ery body init. Let
uscontinueto pray for strength and guid ancethat wewill use
it well. God’ slove wasre vealed among usin thisway. God
sent hisonly Soninto theworld so that we might livethrough
him. Glory hal lelujah! Amen!



