
Scripture: 


Psalm 121


Deuteronomy 6: 4-9, 17-19


Philippians 4: 10-13


John 15: 9-17

Opening


My thanks to Harry Kachline, Carolyn Valentine, Kathy White, Gordon Shortman, Ferman Dillon and the others who have contributed toward today’s service.  We are a remarkable family at First Congregational Church and I am grateful for all of you and the diversity of thoughts and talents that you bring to my life.  
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From my viewpoint the past year has been interesting for First Congregational Church, Harry and me.  Just a little over a year ago I felt God’s leading to give the Father’s Day sermon.  In May I felt God’s leading for the 4th of July sermon.  After making a commitment to do so, I earnestly sought God’s direction and focus.  The focus has had many twists and turns, including a variety of titles as I explored where today’s message would lead me.  When I did my first save on the computer I titled the sermon “Every day is Tuesday” in connection with the book Tuesdays with Morrie: An Old Man, a Young Man, and Life’s Greatest Lesson by Mitch Albom.  My title changed, but the file name did not.   This fact did cause Harry some wonder when he went to open the file on my computer.  Then again my file names are often a mystery to others, but so is my cluttered computer desk top.  


Viewpoints are interesting.  During the past school year I participated in piloting three different 5th grade social studies curriculums covering American History from early colonization through the Civil War.  Piloting curriculum involved reading and researching many instructional resources - some exciting and some quite boring; the fun of perusing 5th grade appropriate historical and fiction books, and surfing websites in support of the curriculum.  The perusing and surfing was fabulous fun.  Someone had to do it and I’m glad it was me.  


There were also meetings to attend and, although all participants were 5th grade teachers, we represented a variety of Anchorage elementary schools, as well as diverse student populations and learning needs.  The piloting experience culminated in June with an 8-day Social Studies Camp during which about 25 teachers collaborated on 4th, 5th, and 6th grade curriculum plans for implementation across the district beginning the 2010  school year.  At the June 28th school board meeting the new curriculum was presented and approved.  Those of us who worked on the curriculum are ecstatic.  During the August teacher training some teachers will accept the changes and also be excited about the first new 4th through 6th social studies curriculum since 1994 and some teachers will be skeptical about it and will take a “wait and see” approach to the new programs.  


In either case, smack in the middle of the 5th grade curriculum focus are the historical events of the 4th of July.  My research, reading and planning for today have provided an exploration of many historical viewpoints, political ties to the Bible, and aspects of the faith of our forefathers in the development  of the United States of America.  


My journey has sought to determine the relevance of the 4th of July celebration to our spiritual life and the life of First Congregational Church.  The importance of the day, I believe, goes beyond a celebration of America’s birthday, a holiday from work, fireworks, and a good day to enjoy an outdoor barbecue. It goes to the relationship of this country and its people to our Creator.


America’s forefathers gathered in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, starting on June 7, 1776, when they received a resolution from Maryland urging Congress to declare independence from Great Britain.  The country was greatly divided on the issue of independence.  Viewpoints spanned from “always an Englishman” to “independence at all costs.”  


In 1776 the heat of summer was oppressive as colonist representatives gathered in a small building with no ventilation.  Windows and doors were shut as the framers of the declaration did not wish any discussions to be heard outside the meeting.   Committees formed and drafts were discussed. From July 1st to 4th Congress debated and revised the proposed writings.  After a month of sweltering confinement, the colonists had crafted the declaration of their independence from Great Britain.  Great Britain was making the lives of many Americans quite miserable.  Americans were being taxed to pay for earlier British wars and, among other things, they were being forced to house and feed British troops.  


In their declaration the colonists revealed to the world their belief in a personal, infinite God, “their Creator” who created all men as equal and with certain unalienable rights.  Among those rights were life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.  The signers to the Declaration swore to a “firm reliance on the protection of Divine Providence” and pledged to each other their “lives, fortunes, and sacred honor,” along with a litany of complaints against King George III of Great Britain.    


The signers established that America was to be a nation under God founded on Christian principles.  Of interest - 54 of the 56 signers of the Declaration of Independence were Christians, 27 held theology degrees, and many went on to form Bible societies.  Thomas Jefferson, credited as the author of the Declaration, believed that “God who gave us life gave us liberty.”   


It would be nice to find that after crafting the Declaration everyone would come together with like minded thinking and that the road to ratification of the eventual constitution would be smooth.  But the efforts of the 13 colonies to obtain ratification were as troublesome as the mud and cobblestone streets of Philadelphia.  The large states had greater population and therefore wanted greater representation and power; the small states did not trust the large states.  Money, representation, and the rights of the individual caused considerable controversy.  Controversy was not new in the colonies and the controversy of war would continue another five years - The Battles of Lexington and Concord of April 19, 1775; the Declaration of Independence on July 7, 1776; and the Battle of Yorktown (begun on October 9, 1781) resolved the American Revolution with British surrender on October 17, 1781.  


There was also controversy among the clergy of the time.  Some clergy viewed the quest for independence as based on the actions of “black coated mobs.”  Others linked the Revolution to a revival of piety, an end of the world, and the second coming of Christ,  Abraham Ketaltas, New York, Connecticut and Massachusetts Presbyterian minister and defender of America’s cause, referred to the Revolution as  “the cause of Heaven against hell” and a Church of England clergyman stunned the general public with his statement of “God preserve all the just rights and liberties of America”.  Many other clergy waited out the Revolution, some Church of England clergy returned to England, Anglican Church membership dwindled, and other churches simply disbanded. 


At the end of the Revolution, states and federal government sought a guaranteed freedom of worship and the removal of government influence on religious affairs.  In 1791, 10 years after the end of the Revolution, the first amendment to the Constitution established religious freedom.


Thus, the United States of America had become a “republic” with religious freedom for all.  People with diverse viewpoints had come together through talking, discussing, listening, and uniting on the issue of freedom.  Not all problems were solved or resolved.  However, it was movement forward by our forefathers for the good of many in their new land to seek life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.   


In today’s old testament reading from Deuteronomy, Moses gave an appeal to the Hebrew people as they headed toward the new land of Canaan.  He called on them to remember the past activities of God and to exercise continued faithfulness to God in the future in spite of temptations and difficulties they will encounter. Moses stressed a loyalty to God, a concern for justice, especially toward weaker members of the community, and mutual loving relationships.  Deuteronomy is a book of the heart.  It instructs us to live intentionally - doing things with purpose after prayer, thought and deliberation. 



For me Philippians 4:13 carries the same message of intentional living. No matter what the situation, my faith gives me contentment in every situation and my strength comes from God.  Yes, there are and will be temptations, difficulties, hurts, disappointments, successes and failures.  But God is always there with me in all things.  He is with all of us in all things.  


Last fall nine FCC members did what they believed was right and necessary for the good of the church community.  They took a step of faith by signing a letter to alleviate a situation within the church.  It was not a hasty decision; it was one made after much discussion, prayer, and consideration. The letter caused great controversy and the church still remains that way.   Some church members are angered by the process initiated by nine, and some members are uncertain as to why things occurred as they did.  Church membership the past couple of years had dwindled and monetary support for the work of the church had weakened.  It was my viewpoint that something needed to be done and I recognize that it may not be what was or is in others’ heads and hearts.    


In today’s gospel reading we are commanded to love each other as Jesus has loved us.  We are charged with going forth and bearing fruit - fruit that will last.  I believe we need to be intentional in our love for each other to remain in His love, to obey His commandments, and to seek complete joy in all that we do.  Through intentional living we will grow, we will be a supportive, loving church family, and we will be a strong member of the greater Anchorage community.  We are traveling in a new direction to a “new land.”  We are positioned for deliberate “firm reliance on the protection of Divine Providence” and to pledge to each other our “lives, fortunes, and sacred honor.”  


An example of intentional living and making a difference one action at a time is the Hawaiian Starfish parable.  


A man goes out on the beach and sees that it is covered with starfish that have washed up in the tide. A young boy is walking along, picking them up and throwing them back in the ocean.

“What are you doing, son?” the man asks. “You see how many starfish there are? You’ll never make a difference.”

The boy paused thoughtfully, and picked up another starfish and threw it into the ocean.  “It sure made a difference to that one,” he said.  


The young boy’s efforts made a difference.  In the travels ahead of us let us make a difference.  Let us not be as the man who doubted the young boy or as the colonists who doubted the efforts of the Revolution.  Let us be intentional in our coming together, talking, discussing and listening, and uniting on the issues that we may encounter as we seek to call a new minister to First Congregational Church.


Our varying viewpoints mean that we will continue to agree or disagree.  However, let us, through God’s love and guidance and our love for one another, as a congregation, provide the means to survive, to thrive, and to “go and bear fruit–fruit that will last.”   Let us make a difference in the lives of those inside and outside the outer walls of the church.  


We are traveling together.  As we travel, let us take with us Psalm 121 known as the “traveler’s psalm.”  While there is some anxiety as to what lies ahead, we will have confidence in the Lord who neither slumbers nor sleeps. He continues to watch over us and we will hold fast in our faith.  


In our faith we have formed committees to work together to seek an interim minister and, in time, a full time minister.  We do not have the sweltering heat of Pennsylvania, but we do have the considerable number of viewpoints to be considered.  We must hear, accept and respect the viewpoints represented within the church.  During communion we eat the bread in unity, but drink the cup independently - can we do anything differently in all the other parts of our lives?  We should now be looking to each other in love, through God’s love.  We can do all things through Christ who strengthens us and binds us together to intentionally love and serve Him.  


Let us pray: 

Dear Lord, 

When we share our food with those who are hungry, We love and serve you, Lord;

When we share what we have with those who have little, We love and serve you, Lord; 

When we make friends with lonely people, We love and serve you, Lord;  

When we forgive one another and make peace, We love and serve you, Lord; and 

When we open our hearts to each other when talking, discussing and listening, We love and serve you, Lord.

Unite us to love and serve you, Lord.  

Amen 

Benediction:  

Let us go forth satisfied but eager to know more, happy but ready to face challenges, feeling loved and eager to love, knowing a difficult week may lie ahead but also knowing we can succeed with faith in You.  For these things we pray in Your name,

Amen.
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