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Let us pray. Gra cious God, embue this hum 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
in your sight. Amen.
It was late on a Sunday morn ing last Fall. The meet ing
of the Gen eral Board of Church and So ci ety. The meet ing
had ad journed. And dur ing that meet ing we had a com puter
that cal cu lated, mo ment by mo ment, the 32,000 chil dren that
die around the world each day from pre vent able causes, such
as star va tion, dis ease, war. The num bers, of course, quickly
changed while we met those days, but they were vis i ble during the ple nary. But now the meet ing was over and I happened to be the last person to leave that room. But the
com puter was still on. The num bers were still go ing, and so I
went over and turned off the computer. Walked out of the
room but still know ing that though there was noth ing on the
screen, the num bers still went on.
You know there is an ex cel lent re source which is produced by our four pro gram boards for the Bishop’s Ini tia tive
on Children in Pov erty en ti tled “A Church for All God’s
Children.” I know most of you have used this in your lo cal
con gre ga tions. We sing, you know, the fa mil iar songs, that
fa mil iar song rather, “Je sus loves the lit tle chil dren, all the
chil dren of the world. Red and yel low, black and white, they
are pre cious in his sight. Je sus loves the lit tle chil dren of the
world.” All the chil dren: abused, ne glected, hun gry, homeless, diseased, victims of war, orphaned by AIDS. Jesus
loves the lit tle chil dren, all the chil dren of the world.
The writer of John’s first let ter which was read for us,
and I just want to re peat some of those words. “Be loved, let
us love one an other, be cause love is from God; ev ery one who
loves is born of God and knows God. Who ever does not love
does not know God, for God is love. God’s love was re vealed
among us in this way: God sent his only Son into the world so
that we might live through him. In this is love, not that we
love God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning sac ri fice for our sins.”
And in the Gos pel of John those fa mil iar words: “God so
loved the world that he gave his only Son.” The world and
ev ery body in it. The su preme gift of love that we might live
through him, that we might love because God loved and
loves.
Reginald Fuller, who is per haps best known for his bibli cal com men tar ies on the lectionary, has said that “God is
love” is a con fes sion of faith from those who have en countered the love of God in Je sus Christ. The love of God in Jesus Christ. God’s gift of love was a gift of rec on cil i a tion, a
gift of sal va tion, a gift of power, to a world pos sessed by sin,

alien ated from God. A world whose peo ple not only needed
sal va tion but needed it in the form of hu man pres ence, human words and deeds.
That gift was a gift of the aware ness of the need for us to
love as we have been loved. It was a gift that in ex er cise of the
response reminds us of God’s predisposition to the poor.
There are 35,000,000, over 35,000,000 peo ple in pov erty in
the United States. In the past gen er a tion the gap be tween the
haves and the have nots has in creased and con tin ues to do so.
From 1974 to 1996 the bot tom 20% of the pop u la tion lost
10% in real in come, real in come ac cord ing to in fla tion. The
top 20% gained 39%. The top 5% gained 65%.
Hear these words from Isa iah 58: “Is this not the fast that
I choose: to loose the bonds of in jus tice, to undo the thongs of
the yoke, to let the oppressed go free, and to break every
yoke? Is it not to share your bread with the hun gry, and bring
the home less and poor into your house; when you see the naked, to cover them...?” Je sus’ iden ti fi ca tion with the least in
Mat thew 25, so fa mil iar to us.
Our Amer i can his tory as a church that had a thirst for
jus tice as well as a thirst for souls; and I’ve seen that same
thirst for jus tice and souls as I have been in other parts of the
globe as a part of our United Meth od ist 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
men tor, so many in clud ing Mar tin Lu ther King Jr., once said
that “The test of a true re li gion is not how we treat one who
holds a high po si tion in so ci ety but how we treat the one who
has no po si tion to hold. Not how we re spond to the call of
one who wields power, but how we re spond to the call of one
who has no power to com mand us. Re li gion is not how we
teach the rich but rather the attitude we take toward the
poor.” Acting oth er wise may be the po lit i cal thing to do. It
may be the tact ful or dip lo matic thing to do. It may be that
which is ben e fi cial to our self-in ter est, but that’s not the real
test. It’s not the real test.
Para graph 104 in our Book of Discipline de clares that
the heart of Christian ministry is Christ’s ministry of out reach ing love. To iden tify with and se ri ously act on be half of
the poor and the pow er less is to risk, to risk the loss of some
of one’s own power; one’s own priv i lege; one’s own en ti tlement’ one’s own con ve nience—in di vid u ally, cor po rately, or
in sti tu tion ally.
God’s gift of love is a gift for trans for ma tion. Ron Sider
in his re cent book, Just Gen er os ity: A New Vi sion for Overcoming Pov erty in Amer ica, wrote that bib li cal jus tice does
not mean we should merely help vic tims cope with op pression; it teaches us to re move, to re move it. Bib li cal jus tice

1960
does not merely re quire fair pro ce dures for the poor; it demands new op por tu nity.
Howard Thurman, in his autobiography, de scribes his
ex pe ri ence as a pas tor-the fel low ship of All Peo ple’s Church
in San Fran cisco-what he learned about love, said that one of
the central things was that the ex pe ri ence of be ing un derstood by another was of primary importance. Somewhere
deep within was a place be yond all thoughts and vir tues that
had to be con firmed be fore I could run the risk of open ing my
life up to an other to find ul ti mate se cu rity in ul ti mate vul nera bil ity. This is to be love.
I think that God’s love finds the place where the in di vidual, or the in sti tu tion, or the or ga ni za tion, yea, the church
where those souls are un dressed, where ul ti mate vul ner a bility and ul ti mate se cu rity come to gether. What about Je sus
go ing to the cross, se cure in the knowl edge of who he was
and who God was and his re la tion ship to God? But completely vul ner a ble as he went to the cross. But an ex plo sive
love was man i fested there, a love that saved the world from
sin and death on Fri day, and de liv ered new life on Sunday.
And so we, in re ceiv ing this love, in shar ing this love,
are able to risk beyond ourselves and live through Christ.
That’s trans for ma tion. That’s, that’s mir a cle talk. That is in
the spirit of the words of that gos pel song, “Love Lifted Me.”
When noth ing, noth ing else could help, love lifted me. A
heart for Chris tian min is try is the min is try of Christ’s outreaching love. It’s serious. It’s rad i cal. It en ables en gagement with a sys temic and with the es tab lished.
When I was a dis trict su per in ten dent, there was on my
dis trict, or the edge of the dis trict, a church—very small, very
small con gre ga tion, Ger man in or i gin. In fact, I re mem ber
go ing to that church. It has—it had al ways been small. I remem ber go ing to it for the 100th an ni ver sary. And in true
itinerate fash ion, they had had 69 pas tors in 100 years. I remem ber that con gre ga tion. It was served part-time by a retired pas tor, but his spouse was also a pas tor in an other small
con gre ga tion, which was the United Church of Christ. And
her church be came so small that it had to close, and she wrote
a let ter to her con gre ga tion as they were about to close. And
this is a bit from that. “I am writ ing my last let ter to you sitting in my back yard. I look at the or derly ar ray of gray pa tio
blocks, and see the most amazing sight. In the cracks all
kinds of flow ers and plants have sassily jumped up, mak ing a
lovely un planned gar den. Here are vi o lets, May flow ers, columbine, myrtle, Dutchmen’s breeches, and many others
which I can not name.
This is my scat tered con gre ga tion out in the world: outrageous 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
global connection. Loving because we live in the world
through Christ with out ex clu sion, the world and ev ery body
in it.”
You know, there’s that in ci dent in the life of Je sus of the
rich young man who co mes to Je sus with the ques tion about
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in her it ing eter nal life. And in the course of the con ver sa tion
the young man tells Je sus that he has kept all the com mandments. And the Scrip ture says that Je sus looks on him and really loved this young man. Then he said to him, “You lack
one thing. Go and sell what you own. Give the money to the
poor, and you will have trea sure in heaven. And then come
and fol low me.” And when he heard this he was shocked. He
was shocked and went away griev ing be cause he had many
pos ses sions.
I kind of think, you know, that this young man—when
he came to Je sus—he was ask ing a ques tion that he had already an swered. He had done it all. He re ally was com ing for
a bless ing; he was n’t ask ing for—ask ing for a re sponse from
Jesus.
I wish, though, I could re write that, the end of that. And
if I could re write that end ing, I would have this young man
walk ing away from Je sus and then re flect ing and pray ing a
bit and then run ning back to catch up with Je sus and say, “Jesus, wait a min ute! I know that I failed the test, but just let me
walk with you. Just let me talk with you. Just let me lis ten to
you awhile. Just let me watch you. Just let me fol low your exam ple. I prom ise not to ask any ques tions un less they’re authen tic. Strengthen and em power me spir i tu ally in your love,
that I may share your love with oth ers your peace, your compas sion, your jus tice. That I may tell your sto ries. Let me be
with you. Even in my fail ings, let me be with you.” I wish I
could have re writ ten that story, be cause that’s the way we
are. Walking with Je sus, walk ing with Je sus, de vel op ing our
spir i tual power. Making our mis takes, yes! Staying close.
There’s a story in the life of my fam ily that I’ve only told
once, and that was at my an nual con fer ence. My pa ter nal
grand par ents were born into slav ery. And when I told this
story at annual conference one of the young people said,
“Bishop, I did n’t know you were that old.”
Well, see this story, what hap pened was this, that I am a
youn ger son, very youn ger son, at least in re la tion ship to my
father and my father was the baby in his family. He had
nieces and neph ews that were older than he was. It was one of
those kind of sit u a tions where you have these big fam i lies
and those born at the end, in his case, found them selves be ing
much, much—al most in an other gen er a tion.
But my grand mother and my grand fa ther came from Ala bama and moved to Mis sis sippi as slaves and this story 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
grand fa ther came run ning and said to my grand mother, “I’ve
got some im por tant news for you.” She kept right on work ing
and he said, “STOP!” She still kept right on work ing be cause
it was n’t time to 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
work ing rather, be cause it did n’t reg is ter. He said, “Vir ginia,
we’re free!” And, when the im pact be gan to sink in she just
sat right down on the ground, be gan to sob. And my grand father kept on talk ing to her, tell ing her about the in struc tions,
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giv ing her in struc tions say ing, “Well, we have to, we have to
go back to our own place and then there’s go ing to be a meeting at the main house and they’re go ing to tell us what to do
af ter that. Then he reached down to help my grand mother off
the ground, up off the ground, and she re sisted. 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 use it well!”
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Let us give thanks for this gift of God’s love. Pray for the
strength and guid ance--con tinue to pray--that we will use it
well. God’s gift of love for the world and ev ery body in it. Let
us con tinue to pray for strength and guid ance that we will use
it well. God’s love was re vealed among us in this way. God
sent his only Son into the world so that we might live through
him. Glory hal le lu jah! Amen!

