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John 17: 20-24  That they may all be one 

Ecclesiastes 3:1-16  For everything there is a season...  

          

     These are difficult times for the Christian Church.  As we 

celebrate the 500th anniversary of the Reformation, we are reminded of the courage of Martin Luther 

and John Calvin. THey took a stand against the corruption and heirarchy of the Catholic Church and 

formed a new Protestant model for Christians to lead themselves.  Martin Luther preached that 

Salvation is won by the grace of God for those who repentant their sins.  He and John Calvin opened the 

path for all believers to become readers and teachers of the word. We can see that there efforts have 

succeeded in proliferating churches and growing the community of believers. 

In today's world society moves about and interacts differently.  People entertain themselves at home 

with television and have smart phones to communicate with instead of each other.  There aren't as 

many people coming together for social activities or church services. The interests have changed. Even 

the grocery store as a meeting place to see friends and neighbors is being replaced by Peapod home 

grocery delivery.  In his book Bowling Alone, Robert Palmer writes about those opportunities for 

community to come together as social capital. He details the factors contributing to our changing world 

that isolate us from each other.  

Along with declining membership in our churches comes financial challenges as well. Although it is the 

extreme, some congregations are forced to choose between paying for an ordained pastor or 

maintaining a sanctuary building. In our own congregation, we know that sacrifices will be required, but 

what are we willing to sacrifice to continue as a faith community?  

The other challenge is knowing how to spread the message of God's Love for his people. It seems we 

are not the passionate and vocal Christians spreading those positive messages.  The loud voices seen 

and heard from Christians are the ones espousing hate. Negative messages of some Christians who 

portray God as against Muslims, Jews, Blacks, Gays etc People do and say good and bad things in the 

name of Christ and the Bible and those with the best media savvy are the ones who get heard.  With 

messages like these, it's no wonder people shy away from the church and God. 

This misuse of Christianity has been part of history for generations. The famous German pastor and 

theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer lived in a time of great trouble for the church: the failure of the 

German Protestant church to stand up to Nazism. He saw this as a profound challenge to 

Christianity and opportunity for renewal. An interesting note about Bonhoeffer’s early life is 

that he did post-graduate studies at Union Theological Seminary in New York and taught 

Sunday School at the Abyssinian Baptist Church in Harlem, where he heard Adam Clayton 

Powell, Sr. preach the gospel of social justice and the wonderful singing of spirituals. The 



experience of the Black Church changed his faith from a mere intellectual engagement to a 

more impassioned one. In Germany, the Protestant Church came under control of church 

leaders sympathetic to the Nazis. At their synod, they passed a resolution that forced the 

removal of all church officials of Jewish descent even though they had been baptized. They also 

demanded the removal of the Old Testament from the Bible, which they considered a heresy. 

Bonhoeffer organized resistance against these moves by forming the Confessing Church and 

later an itinerant underground seminary. Regarding the persecution of the Jews, Bonhoeffer 

said that the church must not just "bandage the victims under the wheel, but jam the spoke in 

the wheel itself." He argued that Christians should not retreat from the world but act within it 

and that Christians have to “share in the sufferings of God at the hands of a godless world."  

I recently read the Frederick Douglass’ book Narrative of the Life of an American Slave. Throughout his 

enslaved life experience in Maryland, the slave holders he encountered were well respected as pastors, 

lay leaders, Bible study experts who used religion to justify their cruelty. Douglass went on to denouce 

slavery as an avid abolitionist speaker but he wanted to clarify his feeling about Christianity. He added 

an Appendix to his narrative where he distinguished between Christianity he encountered in America 

and true Christianity. He understood through his reading of the Bible that God is Love and that the 

brutality of slavery encountered by him and his fellow slaves was not sanctioned by God. He was a 

Christian and spread the Gospel as well as Abolition on his tours.  

In the 20th century, prior to the Civil Rights movement,  Reverend Howard Thurman of Boston 

University Theological School wrote a book entitled Jesus and the Disinherited. The book is said to have 

been " an important and influential message that helped shape the civil rights movement and the entire 

nation forever.  His work reaches past anger and distrust toward a vision of unity." Originally, he 

targeted the African American community whose suffering put their backs against a wall.  He discusses 

how people in power and abundance hold their Christianity as the source of their power.  The early 

Christians were the underdogs, the oppressed; not the strong and powerful. 

When it comes to the poor and oppressed, Thurman points out we Christians use the Mission project as 

a way to address working for those less fortunate, which makes us feel good.   Howard Thurman's 

writing reminds us that Jesus was a poor Jew with a single mother. But look at this from the view of a 

poor person, single mom, unemployed head of household, addicted person or oppressed minority group 

member. Wouldn't you expect that the awesome power and love of God would work miracles for the 

poor and disenfranchised as well as for us sitting in this magnificent church? Shouldn't God's love and 

power be able to Loose their chains ? Get their backs off the wall? The big question was then and is 

now- 

What does our religion say to them? 

Thurman and others believe it offers belief in Christ within which makes one stronger and able to 

withstand the struggles in the rise to success and self sufficiency...Inner strength to keep one's head up 



and keep lifting up trying to maintain one's own dignity in the face of oppression and hate. I believe that 

is what worked for my ancestors in Cambridge and Wilmington NC. Free people in the 1800s. 

In conclusion, those of us who believe in God's everlasting love, need to grow in our faith in order to be 

successful evangelists. Reverend Doctor Edwin Edmond, longtime pastor of Dixwell Avenue 

Congregational UCC and member of Redeemer in retirement years, often challenged the membership to 

move beyond the kindergarten level of faith by reading and studying the Bible and other writings. We 

need to be able to challenge the negative images of the Christian religion by becoming more visible and 

vocal.  

 In the coming months, our congregation will need to make time to become informed of our challenges 

and participate in discussions concerning our future and what shape it will take.  

For now, the doors of the church are open.  We can invite people to come in, or we can meet them at 

the wall. Amen. 
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