
First United Methodist Church of Carson City
February 28, 2021

Second Sunday in Lent

Prelude Judy Monson

Welcome and Announcements Jes Houk

Threshold Jes Houk
We continue our Lenten “season of recovery” as we focus on health as essential to

our spiritual lives.

Vessels, holy and whole
Broken, needing the One

Open, body and soul
Healer, come.

God gathers us as a Beachcomber gathers and marvels at every precious surviving
piece of beach glass she finds. We are never alone, we are never lost to the One
who seeks humanity’s wholeness. We affirm our commitment to be the Body of
Christ that knows we cannot be personally healed until we see the interconnected
community as part of the process of healing. Jesus has the power to re-vision the
family of God in which false boundaries are overcome. In a year of devastating
loss of livelihood, we consider the economic health that reimagines status quo.

Vessels, holy and whole
Broken, needing the One

Open, body and soul
Healer, come.

Opening Prayer of Confession Tod Jennings

Let us acknowledge our need to restore, repair, renew our Holy Vessels, which include the
communities of which we are a part.
Let us pray:
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God of All,  You created us for each other. You set in us a yearning for companionship and an
empathy that binds us together, protecting each other and delighting in one another.
Yet too often we have broken down our relationships instead of building them up.
We have been set against one another with the lie of scarcity.
We have built systems and economies that widen the gap of resources
rather than safeguarding equitable practices.
Too many, and growing numbers, are suffering hardship, food insecurity, joblessness.
We cannot fathom the proportions of loss and so we look away,
sometimes even from the need in our own community.

Help us, Healer.
Show us our empathy.
Forgive our complacence.
Move us to move
one step at a time toward greater care for one another.

In this silence, we sense and acknowledge our yearning for wholeness.

Silence

Assurance Tod Jennings
Again this week, I invite you to imagine a warmth begin to arise within the core of
your body. It may help to keep your eyes closed. This warm orb of light is deep
within you, a flame always there and ready when you need it. This warm glow
begins to emerge from the recesses of your inner being to fill and flood your whole
body until your skin is glowing with it, radiating outward. This warmth that wraps
you as a blanket of assurance is one you want to share. You want all to feel this
presence, to kindle this hope.

Know this: This love and security is meant for all people.
No. Matter. What.

We are capable of sharing our light and not running out of “enough.”
Christ’s hospitality that broke through false boundaries points the way.
For you, for me, for all.  Take a deep breath in to let this truth fill you…

and breathe out with the relief of assurance.

Peace Jes Houk
I invite you to imagine the warmth that surrounds you extending to those who may
be next to you in close proximity. Imagine it extending beyond your walls to

the neighborhood…
the wider community…

the church…
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and seeing it spread like the rising sun, let it expand to all the world.
Let this be our peace. Amen. (show Passing of the Peace video)

Opening Hymn O For a Thousand Tongues to Sing UM Hymnal 57, vss. 1-3, 5,6

Children’s Time Rev. Maggie

An Ancient Word Matthew 5:13-20 Tod Jennings
In the Sermon on the Mount, where the following verses are found, Matthew
reveals all of the essential teachings of Jesus. In this morning’s verses, Jesus calls
the followers of his way to become like salt and light that will add flavor and give
direction on the path towards God.  Hear now the teaching from Jesus.

Matthew 5:13-20    (Message Version)
13 “Let me tell you why you are here. You’re here to be salt-seasoning that brings
out the God-flavors of this earth. If you lose your saltiness, how will people taste
godliness? You’ve lost your usefulness and will end up in the garbage.

14-16 “Here’s another way to put it: You’re here to be light, bringing out the
God-colors in the world. God is not a secret to be kept. We’re going public with
this, as public as a city on a hill. If I make you light-bearers, you don’t think I’m
going to hide you under a bucket, do you? I’m putting you on a light stand. Now
that I’ve put you there on a hilltop, on a light stand—shine! Keep open house; be
generous with your lives. By opening up to others, you’ll prompt people to open up
with God, this generous God in heaven.

17-18 “Don’t suppose for a minute that I have come to demolish the
Scriptures—either God’s Law or the Prophets. I’m not here to demolish but to
complete. I am going to put it all together, pull it all together in a vast panorama.
God’s Law is more real and lasting than the stars in the sky and the ground at your
feet. Long after stars burn out and earth wears out, God’s Law will be alive and
working.

19-20 “Trivialize even the smallest item in God’s Law and you will only have
trivialized yourself. But take it seriously, show the way for others, and you will
find honor in the kingdom. Unless you do far better than the Pharisees in the
matters of right living, you won’t know the first thing about entering the kingdom.

Special Music Holy, Holy, Holy Hosanna Handbell Choir
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Witness to the Word Rev. Maggie
Henri Nouwen, one of my favorite theologians, once wrote this passage about the
importance of letting our light shine. “To be a witness for God is to be a living
sign of God's presence in the world. What we live is more important than what we
say, because the right way of living always leads to the right way of speaking.
When we forgive our neighbors from our hearts, we will speak grateful words, and
when we are hopeful and joyful, we will speak hopeful and joyful words.”

“When our words come too soon and we are not yet living what we are saying, we
easily give double messages. Giving double messages -- one with our words and
another with our actions -- makes us hypocrites. May our lives give us the right
words and may our words lead us to the right life.” --Henri J. M. Nouwen, Bread
for the Journey: A Daybook of Wisdom and Faith, entry for June 20
(HarperCollins, 2009).\

Today we continue our exploration of the Sermon on the Mount often called Jesus’
most difficult sermon. Why difficult? Because it has tough implications for those
who follow in the way of Jesus. Because if we live according to this sermon, we
just might find ourselves in opposition to many of our culture’s values today.
Let’s focus on verse 14 in chapter 5. The Message Version says it this way: “Here’s
another way to put it: You’re here to be light, bringing out the God-colors in the
world. God is not a secret to be kept. We’re going public with this, as public as a
city on a hill. If I make you light-bearers, you don’t think I’m going to hide you
under a bucket, do you? I’m putting you on a light stand.
Now that I’ve put you there on a hilltop, on a light stand—shine! Keep open
house; be generous with your lives. By opening up to others, you’ll prompt
people to open up with God, this generous God in heaven.

In the middle of the desert, astronomers fume about the "light pollution" from all
the sprawling cities that are gradually snaking out across the land. Even on the
darkest moonless nights, the stars that used to gleam and twinkle so brilliantly look
faded and dim. We who dwell in the middle of cities and suburbs rarely glance
heavenward at night anymore - at least not to see stars. The lights that now
illumine our nights as brightly as our days read "McDonald's," "Holiday Express,"
"Casino Open," and "Twenty-Four Hour Service."

In the glare of all these high-powered night lights, it is hard to remember just how
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dark and frightening the hours between sunset and sunrise used to be for our
ancestors.

Light, whether natural or artificial, was a precious commodity. Perhaps the only
place where people still tune the rhythms of their lives to the lights in the sky are
those who dwell above the Arctic Circle.

Despite the modern convenience of the light switch, there is no ignoring the fact
that the daylight hours all but disappear for several months.

In Tromso, Norway, this period of darkness is called morketida. From
mid-November to mid-January, the sun does not rise above the horizon. In fact,
from August until mid-November, residents can count on losing 10 to 15 minutes
of light each day until the depths of the winter solstice. At best, those high above
the Arctic Circle may look forward to only two or three hours of indirect or
half-light around midday for nearly two months.

Yet while the stars that light the sky during this morketida period may shine for
long periods, they are not enough to dispel the gloom that pervades the streets and
can easily poison the soul. Those of us who curse "light pollution" for dimming our
stars are disgusted, not at losing light, but at losing a beautiful, heavenly starscape
to ponder. Stars are both too distant and too overwhelming to offer us any real
nighttime comfort or vision.

During our own periods of morketida, we don't really need more stars - we need
more common lights or lamps to light our everyday paths on this earth. Whether in
literature, academia, Hollywood or the firmament, stars inspire us, they dazzle us,
they entice us to dream. But a star won't keep you from stubbing your toe on a
stone as you wander down a dark and lonely road.

In Matthew's text this week, Jesus urges us to serve as lamps for one another, not
stars that only dazzle and inspire.

Jesus calls us to be lights for the world, not exploding supernovas. Alas, there seem
to be a lot more Christians who want to be stars than are willing to be lamps.

Jesus encountered the "star syndrome" among his own disciples. You may
remember the sons of Zebedee and their equally ambitious mother petitioning
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Jesus, begging him to "save them seats" in heaven. James and John don't want just
any old place - they specifically ask Jesus for the "star" seats, those immediately at
his right and left hands. James and John are looking for stellar status, a place where
they may shine down on others.

Jesus tries to teach these two star-seekers that their request is wrong- headed for
two reasons. First, Jesus claims that heaven's seating order is his God's domain -
not his. More importantly, Jesus patiently reminds James and John that the way
they may emulate him and be "first" in the kingdom is through selfless service to
others. Doing for others, not looking out for ourselves is the only way to turn up
the candle-power on our individual lights.

As James and John demonstrate, there are lots of people wishing they were "stars."
But what Jesus preaches is the need for more "lamp-Christians." Lamp-Christians
are those who willingly give in service - as both disciples and mentors for others.
The letter to the Hebrews defines the glowing value of being a lamp-Christian
“Let’s see how inventive we can be in encouraging love and helping out and
spurring each other on.”

"Modeling" or "mentoring" is a popular concept today. But what does it mean for
you and me to be model/mentor Christians? Although mentors or teachers may
often appear to be elevated to "upfront" positions, genuine mentors do not try to be
"stars." The role of the Christian mentor is that of a lamp, helping illumine the
pathway that lies directly at his or her student's feet, offering guidance and service
in indirect, even pedestrian ways.

As a child, didn't you love to sing "This little light of mine ... I'm going to let it
shine ...."? The only problem with that song is that it focuses exclusively on the
single beam of light emitted by our small singular lights. Jesus wanted us to think
corporately about the illuminating power he generates in each of us.

The "city built on a hill" is not noticed because one lone light flickers in a window.
It is the combined wattage of an array of lights, each burning in its own place, but
for a common purpose, that sets the city ablaze in the midst of a dark and dreary
night.

Anne Lamott had the same image of the church as a city built on a hill when she
wrote: I make [my son Sam go to church] because I can. I outweigh him by nearly
75 pounds. But that is only part of it. The main reason is that I want to give him
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what I found in the world, which is to say a path and a little light to see by. [People
with a deep sense of spirituality] follow a brighter light than the glimmer of their
own candle; they are part of something beautiful.... Our funky little church is filled
with people who are working for peace and freedom, who are out there on the
streets and inside praying, and they are home writing letters, and they are at the
shelters with giant platters of food. (-Anne Lamott, Traveling Mercies (New York:
Anchor Books, 1999), 100.)

All lamps throw some light on a darkened portion of a fellow-traveler's pathway.
Take confidence in the potential power of your lamp, for its light source is truly
unquenchable.

The most literal illustration I can think of for this comes from the sixth film in the
Harry Potter series. Toward the end of the film there is a tragic death that has been
orchestrated by evil. The mission to fight the darkness ends in futility. And
hovering above the iconic fallen hero is the dark mark, an apparition in the clouds
in the shape of a skull with a serpent protruding from its jaws. The mark is a
symbol of intimidation. It taunts those who might resist with the indomitable
power of evil.
In this scene, as the students of Hogwarts gather in shock and horror, Professor
McGonagall silently lifts her wand. The end glows, like a candle, with a white
light. Silently the others begin to do the same. More and more wands are held high
in the air. White lights like candles mark the scene. The light reflects against the
dark mark, and in a way that is both mysterious and beautiful, the dark mark
dissolves from within.

This is not a sentimental moment in the movie. It is a moment of defiance. Holding
up a light in a dark place is a dangerous thing to do. Maybe that’s why we find it so
hard.

We are not the light or the source of light. But like - truth-- understanding,
knowledge is there and it will only shine in many dark places if we reflect it with
our wands of light held high, our lamps held before us as we travel.

As followers in the Way of Jesus, as citizen’s of God’s Kingdom let’s use our God
given lamps to light the world’s darkness. Amen.
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Hymn I Want to Walk as a Child of the Light UM Hymnal 206

Praises and Prayers Jes Houk and  Rev. Maggie

Pastoral Prayer Rev. Maggie

Hymn Bring Forth the Kingdom Faith We Sing 2190

Commission Rev. Maggie

Jesus’ healing actions often get “buzz” from onlookers. As I said last week, we are
working on healing for ourselves in this season, but we are also working toward
something communal. How can we as a church community become a “health hub”
through our ministry and mission? The needs are so great, especially now.
Throughout this time, I invite you to explore with us the possibilities for a new or
renewed commitment to a contribution we can make at First Church to our larger
community’s effort to recover from this past year. Please discuss this with your
friends and let me know your thoughts. I will share them with our Visioning Team
as we plan for our future.   And thank you!

Blessing

Now go with confidence
that the Holy Beachcomber is gathering us all for “Safe Keeping,”

recovering our depth of love for all
and our joy of living in this world.

May the words of Jesus ring in your ears:
“I will come.”

And may the Spirit hover, move, and deliver
salve to your soul

and a spring in your step.
Amen.

Postlude Judy Monson
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Zoom Fellowship
Join us after service on Zoom! Whether you stay for just a few minutes or the full 30, or longer,
we’d love to hear your voice and see your face!

Zoom link will be posted in the chat, but it is also here:https://us02web.zoom.us/j/87985579318
or by phone: call: 1 669-900-9128
enter passcode: 879 8557 9318

Fellowship Questions
1. What’s the first thing you’re
likely to do once everything
opens up following lockdown?

2. Where do you like to shop?

3. Did you discover anything
new during lockdown that you
now enjoy?
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Questions for Reflection
Alone, with a Friend, or in a Small Group

February 28, 2021

1. To be a witness for God is to be a living sign of God's presence in the world. What we live

is more important than what we say, because the right way of living always leads to the

right way of speaking. When we forgive our neighbors from our hearts, we will speak

grateful words, and when we are hopeful and joyful, we will speak hopeful and joyful

words. When our words come too soon and we are not yet living what we are saying, we

easily give double messages. Giving double messages -- one with our words and another

with our actions -- makes us hypocrites. May our lives give us the right words and may

our words lead us to the right life. --Henri J. M. Nouwen, Bread for the Journey: A

Daybook of Wisdom and Faith, entry for June 20 (HarperCollins, 2009).

a. How have you been a witness as living sign of God’s presence in the world

recently? What are the differences?

2. Read Matthew 5: 13-20 (In the Message)

a. What is one thought or idea from this scripture especially intrigued, provoked,

disturbed, challenge, encouraged, warmed, warned, helped or surprised you?

b. What does it mean to live as salt and light in the world?

c. What are the qualities of salt and light that you think Jesus was trying to help us

model?

d. What is Jesus ultimately asking us to be or do in these passages?

e. How have you incorporated these qualities into your own spiritual journeys?

3. Share a story about someone else in whom you have witnessed these qualities of salt

and/or light.

a. What was it that they enabled others to be or do in their own lives?

4. What makes it difficult to be salt or light in the world at large?

a. What do we have to risk?

5. John Wesley, the founder of Methodism, believed that we could follow all of Jesus’

teachings if we remembered these three simple rules:

a. Do No Harm
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b. Do all the good you can

c. Stay in love with God

i. How have you practiced living by these rules in the last week?
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