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God is good—
All thetime.
All thetime—
God isgood.

That’ swhy the psalm ist who wrote thefifty-first psalm could
pour out hissoul, and that is pre cisely why we can ap proach God at
any time.

| come at this particular time in the history of The United
Methodist Churchinconfessionwithaheavy heartfor our disunity
and pain. And yet thereishope, for in con fessionthereis, first, the
mercy of God. Atthebeginningof that psalmthepsamist criesout,
“Have mercy on me, O God, ac cord ing to your stead fast love; ac-
cord ing to your abun dant mercy.” Thereal ity of God' s stead fast
loveismorefundamental thanthereal ity of humansinful ness.

First, we ac knowl edgethe source of our sal vation, thecenter
of our life. Thecry for mercy andfor givenessco mesonly because
of stand ing in the presence of this God of stead fast |ove and abun-
dantmercy. Anaf fir mationof God’ spresenceandthedi vinenature
of inviting and wel coming loveisthefirst step into grace.

Recently, | wasgivenaplagquethat isin scribed “ Bidden or not
bid den, God is pres ent.” | placed this in my study along with a
branch of thornsfrom the Holy Land, re mind ing methat inthe an-
guished cry, “My God, my God, why haveyoufor sskenme?’, even
inthemidst of what ever throwsmeintoanabyssof loneli ness, God
ispresent, caring, andcall ing.

Clinton McCann, who writesin theTheNew Inter preter’ sBi-
ble,comments,“Whilesinisinevitableandper vasiveinthehuman
situation, it is not ul ti mately thedeter miningreal ity.” Andwhat
hopethat bringsto uswhile we grope our way to ward faith ful ness
andtowardunity! Thecrossisthedeterminingreal ity. Itisbecause
of thecrossthat weknow God asapar doning God. How of tenhave
wesung aswehavegath ered at theEu charist: “ O Lamb of God, that
takest away the sins of theworld, have mercy on us, have mercy on
us’? Andinaweandin mystery, aswegather around thetable, we
cel ebrate God' s presence and God' spar don. “ The body of Christ,
given for you. The blood of Christ, given for you.” Y ou know, it
seemsto methat the most joy ful part and the cen tral part of our lit-
urgy isthe as sur ance of par don: ‘ In the name of Je sus Christ, you
arefor given.” Why isit that we don’ t shout then glory to God, “ Hal-
lelujah”? We can confess be cause we come beforeapar doning
God. And so, O mer ci ful God, have mercy on us in The United
Methodist Church.

There is such brokenness in the world and in the body of
Christ. | canhardly believeat timeswhen| ook insidemy self that |
findthat | am morecon cerned about dif fer encesinthechurchthan|

am about thefrac tured world inwhichwelive. Wherearemy ener-

giesspent, where Jesusspent histime—heal ing, blessing, pointing

theway to God’ spow er ful loveand transforming love?Hardly. O

God, I'mguilty of aninsidi ousindif fer enceto God’ smany, 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 | wish would go away. |

havethiscom fort withthe many, and | waiver so of ten betweenre-

sponsesof cow ardly si lenceandar rogantrhetoric. Whendif ference
over whelmsme, | find my self at timesnot talk ing. | listen to my

thoughts, my ratio nale. And then, there are other timeswhen | talk

havingnotlistened. | don’ tlistenbecausel don’twanttohear. | pre

judgeand| act asif | havenothingtolearnfrommy brother or sister.
| haveto confessthat at times|’ ve be come more en am ored by my

enlightenmenttraining, which created acriti cal spirit, mak ingme
moreanalyti cal andskepti cal thanwel comingandadventuresome,

ex pecting somenew beauti ful ser endipity inyour world, O God,

that will bringawon der ful ad di tiontomy life.

So cre ate in me, O God, a clean heart, washed and ready for
your sal vation. Renew aright mindinmesothat | canwel comeyou
inothers. Let mebeholdthesacramental moment of your presence
in the other. And let me hear the hymn of glad ness, yea, even the
birth pang song of some thing new being bornin my heart and my
being becauseyou arethere.

Helpmetopartici pateinthetwenty-first-century dramaof the
body beingbrokenandtheblood being shedinthecriesof thesi lent,
gasp ing for breath and life. O God, you arein al of the yearning
criesand eveninthean gry shoutscall ingfor deliv er ancefrom ad-
dictionandfromoppression. Y ou, whosenatureistocreateandrec
reateandrestoreandrehabil i tate, restoreuntous, O God, thejoy of
yoursal vation.

For too long, in many con ver sations, it seemstome, in The
United Meth od ist Church we have been hang ing our harps on the
wil lowsand act ing asif we can not sing the songs of Zion. Eu gene
Peter son, in hismov ing rendention of thefifty-first psalm, writes,
“Tune meinto foot-tap ping songs. Set these once bro ken bonesto
danc ing. God, make afresh start in me and shape a Gen e sisweep
fromthechaosinmy life.” Let uspray to gether that God will shape
aGenesisweepduringthistimeinClevelandfor TheUnited Meth
odist Church.

Inthemessageinthat vi sion of therisen Christ tothechurch at
Ephesus, there ap pearsthereto beady namickind of di alectic be-
tween ex clu sivecom mit ment to God' sva uesandinclusivelove.
That’sour di lemmainthe church to day. How do we dis cover the
right bal ance? On the one hand, the church at Ephesusisaf firmed
forthestrength of conviction. “1 know that you cannot tol er ateevil
doers.” Onthe other hand, the churchisad monished, “But | 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 dreniin
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the world. On the one hand, thereisjudg ment and acall to re pen-

tance. “Remem ber thenfrom what you havefallenandrepent.” On
the other hand, keep your faith ful com mit ment. “1 know that you

have not grown weary.” Isit possi blefor usto movetoward aHe-

geli andi alecticinwhichthethesisandtheantithesiscometosome
resolutioninasynthesis? Do both partsof that di alectic contain
truths? And what are the truths that are con tained therein? Or is
there amoretran scen dent truth which can bring about the unity of

the body of Christ? We need to be open to thisquest to redis cover

thefirst lovethat can pull usto gether. Theral ly ing cry of hopefor

the Ger man Confessing Christiansin 1934 isintheFirst Ar ti cleof

theBar manDeclaration. “ JesusChrististheoneword wehaveto
hear and obey bothinlifeandindeath.” Oneof thegrow ingbarri ers
to this centra truth, and also, | believe, to the foundation for

evanglismintoday’ssoci ety, istheel evation of tol er ance, espe-

cialyintheAmericansoci ety, tothepeak of impor tantval ues. Can
wenow speak about theuniquenessand theall-suf fi ciency of Jesus
Christ? For somereason, our cul ture hastried to take away thereal

impor tanceof tol eranceby givingitadefi ni tionwhichimpliesthat
thereisno roomfor beliefsand con victionsand un der stand ing of

truth. But tol er anceistheacknowl edg ment of other view pointsand

theright of per sonstoholdal ter nativeval ues. How ever, tol erance
doesnot meantheac ceptanceof thoseviews. Andindeed, tol er ance
isim por tant, but it never meansthat we give up on our own convic

tions. Agape, lovingconcernfor God’ schil drenintheworld, tran

scends and al so deep ensthemeaning of tol er ance. To be sure, we
darenotdeni gratetheval ueof another per son. Wearea wayscalled
tolift up those around us. And yet, our deep est un der stand ing of

God' sgraceisinJesusChrist. And our ex peri enceof abundantlife
now and of eter nal life—that liesinthereal ity of JesusChrist. And

what about, then, the abun dant life and the eter nal destiny of our

neigh borsintheworld? JohnWesley hasreminded us, “Y ou have
noth ing to do but save souls. There fore, spend and be spent in this

task. Bring sin nersto re pentance. Do all inyour power to build

themupinholiness.” Againandagain, thecir cuitridersrecordedin
theirjour nals, “Onemoresoul saved.” Wedarenota lowany limit

ingdefini tionsof tol erancetosandpaper thecuttingedgeof evange

lism.

Wewant each per son in thisworld in which we live to know
thejoy of sal vation. Oneof thepremier artistsin PittsburghisLinda
Barnicott. Shehap pensto bethewifeof oneof our very young, tal-
ented pastors. Inour livingroomisanorigi nal painting by Linda.
It'senti tled, “Letthe Children CometoMe.” It'saNativ ity scene.
Mary and Jo seph arestanding along sideand watching, and thereis
ayounggirl inaNative-Amer i cancostumewhoissittingtherecra
dling and holding thebaby Jesus. Waitinginturn, thereisan other
childin Af ri cangarb and an other onewithanIndiansari, and all of
theracesand the nationsof theworld arewaitinginturn. They are
cominginor der toholdandto behold andto em bracethejoy of sal-
vation. There’ salonglineof per sonsfromall racesand nations, the
chil dren coming. 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 al of God’s chil-
dren. And just asthe shep herds did, can you not see them and pic-
ture these chil dren run ning back and ex cit edly pro claiming and
praising God that they have seenthejoy of sal vation? Sowe, too, |
believe, if wearegoingtomovetoward any senseof unity, weneed

toshareour storiesof our ex peri enceof thejoy of God' ssal vation
with one an other.

I’m amazed con stantly--aren’t you?--that in the midst of trial
andoppressionanddepri vation, that UnitedMethodistsontheAf ri-
can con ti nent and in other placesin the world and in the midst of
some of our cities, that they are still gath er ing to sing and to dance
the songs of Zion. For way down in their heartsthereisthat which
can not betakenaway. For it'sGod who hasplaced thejoy of sal va
tionthere. How ter ri bleit must beif you can’t sing the songsof joy.
Andour responsi bil ity isnot only to open our selvestoreceivethe
joy of sal vation, but it isto share so that oth erscan join in the song.
We give a prayer for those who don’t have one. We love those
whom no body loves. Wesing for thosewho can’t sing. Again, Ei-
gene Peter son, Mat thew 5:13: “Jesussaid, ‘Let metell you why
you're here. You are here to be salt sea son ing that brings out the
God-flavorsof thisearth. Andif you loseyour salt i ness, how will
peopletastegodli ness?” All per sonsarewithinGod’ sinvi tationto
new lifeand eter nal life. Childrenin Af ricady ingfrom AIDSand
vi olenceand star vation. ChildrenintheOri ent plucked away from
their families and homes and given to prostitution and
pornographers and pedophiles, so that peo ple can gaininthe West-
ernnations. Per sonsof all agesinClevelandandBerlinandManila
and cities and rura valleys throughout the world victimized by
drugs. These are the many; the many dying, the many crying,
yearningfor theday of sal vation. Thesearethosewith out hopebe
cause their bel liesare empty. And then there are the spir i tu ally
empty who havetheir barnsand their treasur iesfull. Inthe United
Statesour streetsarefilledwithvi olence, and themany, thechil dren
of God, arebeing scared and scarred and killed, whilewe bow down
beforethedemonicforcesof theNational Ri fleAssoci ation.

Liftupthecupof sal vationwithgov ernmental deci sion-mak-
ersaround theworld until the peace ableand oppressionlessreign of
God isful filled, until we all can sit at the ban quet ta ble with all
races, and churchesarefree of ran cor, and weap ons of destruction
areelimi nated, and we all wash each oth ers’ feet.

It will only hap pen when were mem ber our first love. “ At the
cross, at the cross, wherel first saw thelight, and the bur den of my
heart rolled away. It wasthere, by faith, | received my sight...”, and
now | know some thing about the joy of sal vation. So we need to
share the story. In our quest for unity, we must re mem ber that ev-
ery one hasaname, and each name hasaface and aheart. Any time
that wemovefrom per sonal namesto ab stract labels, wearedi min-
ished in our capac ity to deal with what isbest and at the cen ter of
life. Ev ery timewego along with thismove ment from the per sonal
totheim per sonal, fromtheimmedi ateto the remote, from the con-
crete to the ab stract, we are di min ished, and we are less. | have a
name, George, and | haveaheart. Sev eral yearsago, areporter from
the Boston Globelit er ally ran af ter me dur ing abreak of avery
controversial annual conferencesession. Hesaid, “ | havefol lowed
you. | fol lowed your posi tionsfor sev eral years, and | do not under-
stand you. Y ou have taken rather lib eral po si tionsregard ing eco-
nomicjusticeand wel fareand health care and gun control, but you
takeconservativestandsontheissuesof humansexuality.Y ouhave
champi onedliberal causesof af fir mativeactionandracia justice
andecologi cal con cerns, but you seemto be con ser vativeintheo-
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logi cal mat tersand talk about thepar ticular ity of JesusChrist and
the need for evan gelismin theworld. Who are you?’

Now | wasim pressed with those per cep tions, but | was dis-
tressed that hewi shed to make meaplaster of Parismold. 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
Scriptureandthroughtradi tionandthroughex peri enceandthrough
reasonto gether, but we' retalk ing from heart to heart. I' m thank ful
that thegood shep herd callseach of usby name. Andwhenthereare
dif fer ences, weneedtolearn each other’ sfaith jour ney with Christ
and shareitin the Coun cil of Bishops. We arenot all cut out of the
same mold. Yet | want to tell you that even in the midst of dif fer-
ences, | havelistened intently tomy sistersand my broth ersshare
theirwonder ful insightsintobibli cal rev elation. And | havebeen
moved deeply by their storiesof their faith jour neysand their love
for thefirst love—their jour neysin Christ. And | know that some-
how, when heart meets heart in Christ, there will be gin to be an
opening to theway and thetruth and thelife. And whether | change
or you change or we both change or nei ther one changes, weneed to
know eachother’ shearts, and not makeassumptionsor al legations.
Jesusknowsour heartsand keepson say ing, againand again, “Here
I amforyou!” Canwenot dothesame?*Herel amwithyou, andfor
you.” How elsewill theworld begintoknow thejoy of sal vationun
less they see it in the church? Finaly, pas tors, do you know the
namesof thoseinyour congregation?Doyouknow their hearts?Do
youpray for their heartswiththem?A wonder ful laity ad dresswhen
wetalk about part ner ing. And | want to say to lay peo ple and the
clergy, oneof thegreat di lem masisthat within our own congre ge
tionswedon'’ t hold one an other and em brace onean other in God' s
love, knowingour hurtsand our aspi rationsand our testi moniesand
our mission. Together, dowesing and speak about thejoy of God's

sal vation with one an other? Do we talk with love: How isit with
your soul’ sjour ney with Christ? Do we act out “here | am for you,
here | am with you”?In our dif fer ence, can we be ginto call each
other by name and know each other’ shearts?Inthemoveto our first
love, wea waysmust takea ong somebody withusonthat jour ney.
Some have said thetime for di alogispast. Not so! It isnever past,
whenthefi nitemindiswrestlingtodiscerntheinfi niteanduntil e
ery thing is brought into aunity in Je sus Christ.

Soinaddi tion, then, | want to sug gest, inad di tionto sharing
ver bally, we need to be to gether in mis sion in the world, side by
side. Remem ber that song?“ Wewill work with each other, wewill
work side by side, and to gether we' Il guard each one’ sdig nity and
save each one's pride, and then they’ Il know we are Christians by
our love.” Aswe face com mon evilsto 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’ sval-
ues. What face do we show to the world? Our name is Chris tian:
Christ ones.

Sofriends, let uskeep on sing ing thejoy of sal vation. Let us
keep on pray ing, “Havemercy, O mer ci ful God, upon usand upon
your world.” Let uskeep on serving sideby side, and let uskeep 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
timeago, someof you?| wanttojointhegreat parade. | wanttojoin
the happy car avan of God’ s peo ple, God’ sown peo plemarching
round theworld. There are peo ple of all timesand places, thereare
peo pleof al nationsand races—asing ing, swing ing pro cession.
Andheream|.Heream|. O God, restoreunto usthejoy of your sal-
vation.



