Trinity Sunday
June 3, 2012
John 3:1-17

Mysterious Encounter

In today’s Scripture, Nicodemus finds the things that Jesus is doing oddly intriguing, even disturbing. What he sees raises deep questions for him, the kind that will keep him up at night wondering what it all means. Like Jacob wrestling with the angel, he will find his nighttime worries lead him to an encounter with one who will change not only what he believes but his very way of life. In the end Nicodemus was given the gift of transcending what he thought he knew. He became someone known so closely by God that he was redefined in the process. When we read this passage, we open ourselves to the possibility that we will encounter a God who will redefine us and transform our believing as well. 

SAFE CHURCHES
For centuries, the church was known as a place of refuge—a haven in this sometimes heartless world.  That is why we still call our worship space a sanctuary.  But today we know from tragic reports of  abuse of boys and girls that some churches have been anything but secure shelters.  In response, many congregations are taking steps to ensure that their churches are places where children are secure from harm, and all persons can practice their faith in a safe environment.
The United Church of Christ is a leader in the safe church movement. The UCC Insurance Board has prepared an introduction to abuse prevention for local churches entitled Making Our Churches Safe for All, which outlines a process to help congregations to develop appropriate policies and practices.  
Across the United Church of Christ, congregations are joining the safe church movement, adopting guidelines and introducing training programs to prevent abuse.  "Everyone who works with children and youth is encouraged to attend the two-hour training on Saturday morning," recently announced the Little River United Church of Christ in Annandale, Virginia.  "The focus is on exploring appropriate boundaries between adults and young people in the church setting and addressing in detail how we can work together to create a safe church environment."
Working together, we can indeed create a safe church environment.   
Tenth Sunday in Ordinary Time
June 10, 2012
Mark 3:20-35

God’s Will

We may speak of "family values" today, but in Jesus' time, people were even more firmly entrenched in their family, which was, of course, headed by the father. How provocative, then, that Jesus speaks of his mother, sisters and brothers, but not of his father! Family was the source of support and identity, but Jesus lays out the vision of a new kind of family rooted in choosing freely (not by accident of birth or genetics) to follow in his footsteps. In his conflict with the religious leaders, Jesus is talking about the painful divisions and upheavals such a choice can bring, but he also offers a new source of support and identity for his followers.  

WITNESS IN WASHINGTON
Congressional lobbying has a bad name—at least in some quarters.  Many people do not know that there are advocates in our nation's capital who are not motivated by special interests, but rather by a vision of the well-being of all. One of them is our own United Church of Christ Justice and Witness Program Team in Washington, D.C.  They bring the issues of concern to our congregations, Conferences, and General Synod--including immigration reform, climate change, and global debt--to the attention of our representatives in Congress.  
Business may have more money to spend on lobbying, but the United Church of Christ has a biblical and theological vision of human community and the wholeness of creation that guides its advocacy efforts. Our team in Washington D.C. engages people of faith in telling the stories of those who have been shut out and left behind by public policy decisions.  Given the increasing divisiveness in our public dialogue, Sandy Sorenson, director of the team, says that we are a critical presence in Washington, giving voice to those on the margins of society.
Elected officials and their staffs in Washington listen to the United Church of Christ because they know that our stands on public issues are grounded in faith and informed by long experience in addressing the pressing needs of local communities, the nation, and the world.  Members of the UCC empower our advocacy in Washington and throughout the world through gifts to Our Church's Wider Mission.
Eleventh Sunday in Ordinary Time
June 17, 2012
Mark 4:26-34

Flourishing

Our Gospel reading inspires a sense of wonder through stories that illustrate God's mysterious power to take small things and make them great. Jesus reassures his audience that God is in control, no matter how things appear, no matter what we do or don't do, and that we can trust the One who works even while we sleep. We are called simply to participate in what God is doing in the world. Here and there, in longed-for reconciliation within families and among friends, in healing from illness and grief, in acts of great and unexpected generosity in giving voice to the voiceless and lifting up the hopes of those in despair, we see the mysterious ways of God. It may begin with little steps and small hopes, but the path, Jesus says, leads to a greatness we cannot see. God can see it, and God can imagine it, and most of all, God intends it.
IMAGINE MISSION
If you attended the United Church of Christ's 28th General Synod last July in Tampa, Florida, you heard the six winning congregations in the "Imagine What's Possible!" tell how they imagined a mission possibility and then worked to make that dream a reality.
More than 150 local UCC churches had submitted entries to the contest, confirming that local mission is alive and well in the UCC.  Here are just a few examples of what UCC congregations are imagining and implementing:
    *  Starting a day camp for urban children with nowhere to go during the summer.
    *  Providing dinner and activities once a month for special needs children so that 
their parents can enjoy a night out.
    *  Helping returned war veterans reintegrate into society through a ministry of recovery and care.
    *  Enhancing interfaith cooperation, service, and dialogue with Muslims, Jews, and Buddhists in the community.
    *  Providing brown bag lunches during school vacations to children who qualify for meal assistance at school.
    *  Establishing a partnership with the Latino community to provide free bicycles to anyone who needs one to get to work.
It doesn't take a large congregation to imagine what's possible, either.  A local church with just seven members helped a poor, single-parent family in Mississippi build a new home.  Imagine what's possible!        
Twelfth Sunday in Ordinary Time
June 24, 2012
Mark 4:35-41
In the Boat Together

The disciples are in a boat with Jesus, in the midst of a storm that frightens even these seasoned fishermen. In spite of the powerful things they have already seen Jesus do, they are certain that they're headed for destruction. Their question, "Don't you care that we are perishing?" is ambiguous: it may indicate that they lack confidence that Jesus could act, but it may also indicate their concern about whether he would act in the midst of this crisis. "Don't you care?" they ask. Instead of trusting Jesus, they "feared a great fear," as verse 41 is more accurately translated. Mark writes for the early church, tossed on the stormy seas of persecution, but his message is for us today, that God is with us always, even in the face of powers that might overwhelm us. 
55TH ANNIVERSARY OF THE UCC
Tomorrow—June 25—is the 55th anniversary of the United Church of Christ. The UCC’s arrival in 1957 came after a long, complicated pregnancy. The Uniting General Synod took place 14 years after a general statement of unity was agreed upon in 1943. The newly-formed UCC had no shared Statement of Faith during its first two years and didn’t approve its first Constitution and Bylaws until 1961. All proof that the zeal for this unlikely union persisted beyond any of the stumbling blocks that “process” could throw its way. 
The UCC became the first bringing-together of significantly different streams of Christianity in U.S. history. Today, the initial “four streams” that first composed our denomination have given way to dozens.  Each year now, many diverse local churches, representing varied racial and cultural constituencies, are seeking affiliation or “standing” with the UCC.  It’s something we’re experiencing that many other denominations are not.  

Our core values—continuing testament, extravagant welcome and changing lives—are resonating with congregations, not just individuals, across a broad spectrum and giving new depth to what it means to be a “united and uniting” church in 2012.

What 55-year-old person would dare proclaim they were fully formed in just five short decades?  The same is true for a movement like ours. We’re just getting started. Everything, up to this point, has been beautiful antecedent.  

Perhaps few saw it coming, but the UCC finds itself uniquely positioned to be the mission-driven and spirit-led church that a new generation of people—and congregations—desires. At 55-years young, let’s harness that youthful spirit, and pray God’s future be ours.
Rev. J. Bennett Guess
Executive Minister, Local Church Ministries
United Church of Christ

Thirteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time
July 1, 2012
Mark 5:21-43
Healing Powers

Our text this week sits on the point between faith and fear as it tells two stories in one, both taking place on the Jewish side of the sea, after Jesus has returned from Gentile territory where he was (perhaps politely but definitely with fear) asked to leave. Fear, not rejoicing, was the response of the people who witnessed the spectacular and very public healing of a man who had unclean spirits; surprisingly, they didn't open themselves to the possibility of more miracles. This week's stories are woven into one narrative of healing and restoration of life that's full of contrasts and connections. They both involve women in crisis who have been deemed “unclean.” And yet Jesus touches them both with the compassion of God and the gift of new life. 
THE WORLD'S HOLIDAY

We seem to have forgotten the name of the holiday we celebrate later this week.  We refer to Independence Day simply as "the fourth of July."  That wouldn't have pleased Thomas Jefferson, author of the Declaration of Independence.  He didn't care about the date.  What mattered to him was the deed: the decision of the thirteen British North American colonies to assert their independence from the mother country, and what that decision meant to the world.

Jefferson didn't address his Declaration to the British, but to all humanity, because the principles that underlay the Americans' claim to independence applied worldwide:  the inalienable human rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness that precede any government, and the right to overthrow governments that disregard them.

Today, more than half the countries of the world have their own such declarations. The young Africans who studied our Declaration of Independence, along with the Bible, in the mission schools our UCC forebears founded didn't care about the date, either.  What mattered was the warrant that document gave them to dream that, one day, they too would be free of their colonial masters.

Woodrow Wilson, our most learned president, understood the meaning and significance of our Declaration of Independence.  Unlike every other nation, he observed, the United States was founded "for the benefit of [humankind] as well as the benefit of its people."  In that sense, the holiday we celebrate this week is not only ours, it is the world's.
Fourteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time
July 8, 2012
Mark 6:1-13

Sent With Power

The power of God at work in Jesus is not something the people of his hometown of Nazareth could wrap their minds around. He's just returned from a road trip, a fairly successful tour in the area surrounding his hometown. He goes to the synagogue on the sabbath, opens the Scriptures and teaches those gathered, doing so with great authority. The expected and lively theological debate that follows quickly turns to offended rejection, and this is the last time Mark reports a visit by Jesus to the synagogue. Jesus takes his ministry of proclamation out to the people, on the road, so it's no surprise that he instructs his disciples to do the same. Is the good news something you find and share and proclaim only in church, or do you take it on the road?

RETURNING HOME
The village of Kalumpang, in Indonesia, is a five-hour drive over rock and mud roads into the interior of the province of Western Sulawesi.  It is the home of the Protestant Church of West Sulawesi, one of our partner churches.  Although Kalumpang has a village health clinic, they have never been able to keep a doctor there.  They come for a few months, get tired of the bad roads and lack of electricity or phone service, and head back to the city.
Few young people from Kalumpang make it as far as high school, and no one from their tribe had ever become a doctor.  But having seen too many people die of preventable illnesses, the church determined to send one of their young people to medical school so they would have a doctor.  They asked our Global Ministries to provide a scholarship.
Monika Mainnak is now in her third year of medical school in the north Sulawesi city of Manado, a huge metropolis by comparison with Kalumpang, and a frightening place for a young mountain girl.  “This has been a new experience for me,” she writes, “but thanks to God I have been given the ability I needed, so that the challenges I faced were not more than I could bear.
 “Whenever I feel discouraged, I remember my people.  Thinking of them always gives me motivation to work harder in my studies so that I can finish and then return to Kalumpang and bring medical care to my people.
“I want to express my thanks to the donors whose generosity has made my studies possible.  I ask also for your prayers so that what we have hoped for and planned for will one day come to pass.”








 
 John Campbell-Nelson
Rev. Campbell-Nelson serves as Global Ministries missionary with the Evangelical Christian Church of West Timor. His work is supported by your gifts to Our Church's Wider Mission.
Fifteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time
July 15, 2012
2 Samuel 6:1-5, 12b-19

God-Inspired Joy

This week's reading portrays a very human, very joy-filled David, dancing before the ark as it makes its way to the new capital city of Jerusalem. This king, the people must have thought, was undoubtedly pleasing in God's sight. (It reminds us of Irenaeus' well-known words, "The glory of God is the human person fully alive.") This week's reading contrasts, or perhaps sketches a fuller picture of David, than the one we read of in 2 Samuel 1:1, 17-27, when he was filled with grief over the deaths of Jonathan and Saul. The man who, tradition says, composed the psalms was obviously a person of deep feeling, and today's passage about his joy gives us another side of his passion, his profound gratitude and praise for God's work in the life of the Israel, bringing the people together and fulfilling the promises of God right before their eyes, in their own lifetime. 

HANDS OF PEACE

The ten-year-old "Hands of Peace" program brings together Israeli and Palestinian teenagers with American youth for two-and-a-half weeks in Chicago every summer.  Founded by Gretchen Grad, a member of Glenview Community United Church of Christ in suburban Chicago, Hands of Peace seeks to help build bridges among young people on both sides of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

The inspiration for Hands of Peace came to Gretchen in the wake of the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks.  Distressed by the climate of hostility, fear, and misunderstanding, she came up with the idea of bringing together Israeli, Palestinian, and American teens.  Her pastor, Rev. Howard Roberts, "was immediately behind it," Gretchen says.  Jewish and Muslim congregations added their support, and in 2003, 21 teens gathered in Chicago for the first Hands of Peace summer program.  

The heart of the program is dialogue.  During 14 dialogue sessions, the youthful participants—who call themselves "Hands"—discuss issues related to the Mideast conflict.  They choose the topics and set the ground rules.  That can lead to explosive discussions, which may even provoke tears.  But, in the process, participants come to see beyond the stereotypes they have inherited.  After hearing a Palestinian participant recount a checkpoint confrontation with Israeli soldiers, an Israeli teen named Ilor exclaimed, "That was the moment I understood how powerful the program is.  From that point on, I was not Israeli.  I was Ilor."

While much of the funding for Hands of Peace comes from the Glenview UCC community, we support this program too, with our gifts to One Great Hour of Sharing and Our Church's Wider Mission. 

Sixteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time
July 22, 2012
2 Samuel 7:1-14a

Wherever You Are

David's journey has been long and difficult, from shepherd boy to prince, persistent warrior to powerful king. However long and difficult the journey, David sensed God's presence with him every step of the way. How else would a youngest son, a shepherd, rise to such heights? Now David, King of Israel, sits safely enthroned in Jerusalem and comfortable in a house of his own. He decides that God deserves a house, too, a splendid home for the presence of God in their midst. But God turns the tables on David and says, "You think you're going to build me a house? No, no, no, no. I'M going to build YOU a house. A house that will shelter the hopes and dreams of your people long after you lie down with your ancestors.'" God promises to establish David and his line "forever," and this is a "no matter what" promise, even if the descendants of David sin, even if "evildoers" threaten. No matter what, God will be with them, wherever they are. 

"THAT COULD BE ME"
I used to be one of the people who, when asked to donate something to a food drive, would look in the pantry for a can of something we were never going to eat and donate that.  The pumpkin puree I was never going to make into a pie was a regular contribution.  A tiny can of mushrooms.  Some sort of prune butter.  A box of  "lite" microwave popcorn.  And once, I'm not proud to say, a jar of maraschino cherries.
I would feel guilty but convince myself that prune butter and canned mushrooms were better than nothing if you're really hungry.  The food that families would actually eat, I reasoned, was required by MY family.  I couldn't be expected to give that away.  It would be irresponsible.
Then time passed and life happened and I grew increasingly aware of my financial vulnerability.  Paradoxically, this made me more generous.  It was no longer impossible to see myself as someone who might need donated food someday.  And if that day came, how would I feel face-to-face with someone's castoff pickled beets?
As economic hardship sent more families to food pantries, last November the United Church of Christ's Mission:1 campaign was launched in recognition of the power of many individuals and churches coming together to take action on one urgent issue: hunger and food-related injustice.  In that campaign we found hope in the power that flows when people release their confident belief in "us" and "them," when they look at someone else and recognize, "That could be me."







         Christina Villa
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Seventeenth Sunday in Ordinary Time
July 29, 2012
John 6:1-21

God's Abundant Presence

While Jesus' heart is touched by the hunger of the crowd in this reading, John is teaching us about the power of God in Jesus, about who Jesus is. Jesus’ powerful words as recorded by John are not free-floating. The words Jesus said connect to the stories about what Jesus did. And so we have the disciples, down-to-earth (even up on a mountain) and overwhelmed by the crowd, computing the cost of feeding so many people. "Impossible!" they say, but we know that all things are possible with God, so this story is just as much, if not more, about the power of God in Jesus as it is about Jesus' compassion for the hungry crowd. As we know from Ephesians 3:20, God's power is "far more than all we can ask or imagine."

SATURDAY EVENING WORSHIP

Saturday evening worship?  Christian churches--Protestant and Catholic--answer: Why not?   The idea isn't necessarily intended to open up any deep biblical or theological issues.  No, there are probably almost as many reasons why as there are churches that have introduced Saturday evening worship.

Take Plymouth United Church of Christ in Des Moines, Iowa.  For them, the 5:30 p.m. Saturday service is designed to reflect how early Christians worshiped: in their homes, with family and friends.  "That's why we worship around tables, in a comfortable setting, with food and drink and room to move around," they say.  Just take a moment to return your coffee mugs to the cart after worship.  And, above all, please make yourself at home.

For First Church Congregational in Painesville, Ohio, Saturday evening worship provides an opportunity to do something different from Sunday morning.  Like Plymouth, it is informal come-as-you-are, conversational-style worship. No sermon as such, but scriptural reflections, followed by a "ministry moment" when worshipers discuss practical ways to live out the biblical message they have read and discussed.  And, as at Plymouth, Communion is a regular part of the service.

Both churches agree that Saturday evening worship is not intended simply as a convenience for people who want their Sundays free.  Nor is it meant to compete with the next day's worship.  In fact, nothing prevents people from attending on both days, since the services are very different.  Going to church two days in a row!  That would very much reflect how early Christians worshiped, because they met together every day!    

Eighteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time
August 5, 2012
John 6:24-35

Bread of Life

The story of the loaves and fishes is a "sign" that points to other things: the feeding of the Israelites with manna when they were wandering in the desert, and the meal that we Christians share in memory of Jesus, but most of all, to Jesus as the Bread of Life, the source of our life. The Jewish people questioning Jesus have manna on their minds: what kind of gift from heaven could Jesus provide? Jesus meets their questions by up-ending their presuppositions and their traditional understandings. The people ask for signs and bread, and Jesus talks about faith. He exhorts them to have faith, to believe, in the "bread" that God gives right there, right before their eyes, because God has given them Jesus himself:  "I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty" (6:35). 

BREAD NOT BOMBS
    …the bread of God is that which comes down from heaven and gives life to the world.  John 6:33
Sixty-seven years ago, on August 6th 1945, the world’s first atomic bomb, known as “Little Boy,” was dropped on Hiroshima, Japan.  Three days later a second bomb, “Fat Man,” was dropped on the city of Nagasaki.  Although estimates differ on the number of those wounded or killed, it is likely that over 200,000 people lost their lives or livelihoods as a result of these two bombs.  Although we know that more lives were lost during fire bombings earlier in the war, it was the dropping of these two atomic bombs that changed both the course of the war and the course of human history.  
As people of faith, we continue to mourn this loss for the people of Japan.  We mourn for our world in which life, our most precious gift, is swept away by the thousands in mere seconds.  We mourn the fact that weapons of such destructive potential exist, and for our nation which has used such weapons, even for noble purposes, in our name.  
Although some justify violence as a means of creating peace, in the United Church of Christ we challenge this logic and affirm the possibility of peace resulting from friendship, justice, and common security.  As a Just Peace church, we stand opposed to the institution of war and envision a world free of nuclear weapons.  
With God’s help, let us work for a world in which bread, not bombs, rains down from heaven.  Lead us from death to life…
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Nineteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time
August 12, 2012
Ephesians 4:25-5:2
Shaping Community

In this reading from the Letter to the Ephesians, Paul, writing from prison, speaks clearly to the church of what it means to remember who, and whose, we are. He gives us a good sketch of what it looks like if we say yes to God. If we claim our identity in Christ, if we know ourselves as members of a body, how can we be at war with one another, outwardly or underneath the surface and behind one another's back? If we truly belong to one another and to the Body of Christ, how can we hurt one another with angry words and actions? When we act out of anger, we hurt ourselves, in a very real sense, as the members of a body, the authors says, should not and would not hurt each other. Could this be said about us?

MY LAST WILL AND TESTAMENT

As an adult, it took me far too long to make a will. Who wants to consider the time of one's death? Besides, there was nothing complicated about my estate, I reasoned. Anything I had would just go to my family. 

Later, I learned that I was making some big assumptions. There's more to a will than money. There are other decisions to be made, from the care of my children to my own wishes for myself in a medical situation. Without a will, I was not being responsible to myself, or my family. But I still didn't want to do it. 

When I finally did it, I discovered something wonderful in my will: I could be extravagantly generous to the institutions that have mattered to me. It wouldn't cost me a thing, or cause me one worry or make a dent in my lifestyle. My children are already used to the notion that we don't keep all the money we earn, so they won't be surprised that they won't get to keep all their parents' money later. In fact, I like to think that the gifts we had designated for others might even bring our children a little joy at a sad time. 

It gives me joy to think that one day I can leave a surprising and unexpected gift to a church that has long since forgotten my name. (And yes, I would prefer that enough time has passed that they have forgotten my name.) 

These churches will get a gift they didn't expect from someone they may not remember, unearned, no strings attached. It's a small gesture compared to the gift of life eternal, and the legacy of a cloud of witnesses bigger than us all. 

Rev. Lillian Daniel 

First Congregational Church UCC, Glen Ellyn, IL

Twentieth Sunday in Ordinary Time 
August 19, 2012
1 Kings 2:10-12; 3:3-14

Wisdom Quest

King Solomon is well remembered for his wisdom, a gift God gave him after he asked not for riches or wealth or long life but for help with governing the people wisely and well. Today's passage is a golden moment in an otherwise bloody narrative of infidelity, violence, and sin that, ironically, made it possible to put energy, resources, and attention toward the building of the temple for which Solomon is also famous. Our reading is a powerful instruction to the new ruler and to everyone (especially a leader) who seeks to follow God. When have we been distracted from humble trust in God's sovereignty to overweening confidence in our ability to rule our lives individually and, communally, to rule the world so that it serves our interests and needs over the shared needs of all people? What would the world look like if every leader exhibited integrity of heart and uprightness in their decisions? In Solomon's situation, would you ask for what you need, or what you want? 

"GO RIVERSIDE HAWKS!"

Longtime professional basketball fans will remember "Nate" Archibald, who played for the Nets, Celtics, and Bucks during the 1970s and 1980s.  But they probably won't know that he would probably never have had an NBA career without a sports ministry at the UCC-affiliated Riverside Church in New York City.  Growing up in the South Bronx, young Nate almost dropped out of high school.  Fortunately, he was invited to play for the Riverside Hawks, part of the church's year-around academic and athletic program for boys and girls who live in the New York metropolitan area.  That experience changed everything, and Archibald completed high school and went on to college and the NBA draft.

Founded in 1961, the Riverside Hawks program promotes educational advancement and character development, as well as athletic skills and achievement, for underserved youth.  The success of the program is measured not only in the number of alumni--like Jerry Stackhouse, Chris Mullin, Mark Jackson, and Elton Brand--who have gone on to professional basketball fame.  Whatever their success on the court, more than ninety percent of the former Hawks players have attended college afterward. 

The Riverside Hawks program sponsors ten boys' basketball teams, from third through twelfth grades, and eight girls' teams.  The importance of the girls' program was recognized last December when four players from the New York University women's varsity basketball team led a clinic at Riverside Church for the girl Hawks.

Local churches change lives in many different ways and places--including the gymnasium.  Today we celebrate a half century of success for the Riverside Church's youth ministry.  Go Riverside Hawks!

Twenty-first Sunday in Ordinary Time
August 26, 2012
Psalm 84

At Home with God

Psalm 84 calls the temple God's "dwelling place," but "dwelling" in a place doesn't have to mean being contained by it. "Sanctuary" has many meanings, including safe haven for those fleeing worldly powers, something that was perhaps better understood before our own time, and in places far away. Offenses are even greater when committed in a sanctuary: in the movie "Romero," there is a heartbreaking scene in which the Archbishop, Oscar Romero, is shot dead while saying Mass. The awful things--murders, disappearances, suppression--that happened in El Salvador were somehow depicted even more compellingly when they occurred on "sacred ground." Why is the sanctuary of a temple or a church "sacred ground"? In all of the sacred places of our lives, where we are at home with God, our voices rise with those of all creation in praise of a God who cannot be contained by the farthest reaches of the highest heaven. 

"EVER SINGING YOUR PRAISE"  ( Psalm 84:4b)
Is receiving the offering the highlight of your Sunday worship service?  Or does your church pass the plate as fast as it can?
For our Christian partners in Africa, receiving the offering is just about the most important part of worship.  Mark Behle, our missionary with the Lesotho Evangelical Church, writes that long services are not unusual there.  “People travel long distances on foot or at considerable expense by public transport to attend, and they expect to spend the majority of the day in worship.”  And the longest part of the service is receiving and counting the offering.  “You don’t just put your offering in a plate,” he writes.  “The offering is something you ‘do,’ marching (very slowly), singing, and leaving your gift on the table.  Ten minutes or more per group; about two hours in all for the offering!”
It isn’t essentially different in the United Church of Christ in Southern Africa, according to our missionaries Dawn and Jon Barnes.  “Music is one of the highlights in worship,” they write.  Before the scripture or sermon, each group in the church is invited forward to ‘give a song.’  After all the music, it is time for the offering and worship becomes even more spirited!  The songs become just a bit louder, and everyone lines up and dances forward to present their offering on the table.  Everyone is proud to bring what they have.”
    It’s harvest Sunday in the United Church of Christ in Zimbabwe.  People bring corn meal, bananas, and even chickens.  Mr. Dhlkama, one of the elders, encourages the people to give their very best:  “Don’t give God rotten bananas,” he says.  That's a thought for the day.
