

Second Sunday of Easter   April 7, 2013


Order of Worship



No matter who you are or where you are on life’s journey, you are welcome here.


GATHERING OURSELVES FOR WORSHIP
Prelude
Fugue in D Major
…J. S. Bach
Welcoming & Call to Worship

(John 20:29 and 1 Peter 1:3)


Blessed are those who have not seen


and yet have come to believe.


By God’s great mercy


we have been born anew to a living hope


through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.


Let us worship God.
*Hymn  Pilgrim #185 (red)
Come, Ye Faithful, Raise the Strain

Time of Confession

*Call to Confession


If we claim that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. But if we confess our sins, God who is faithful and just will forgive our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.  Let us confess our sins against God and our neighbor....

*Congregational Prayer



Almighty God, in raising Jesus from the grave, you shattered the power of sin and death.  We confess that we remain captive to doubt and fear, bound by the ways that lead to death.  We overlook the poor and the hungry, and pass by those who mourn; we are deaf to the cries of the oppressed, and indifferent to calls for peace; we despise the weak, and abuse the earth you made.  Forgive us, God of mercy.  Help us to trust your power to change our lives and make us new, that we may know the joy of life abundant given in Jesus Christ, the risen Lord. Amen.

Please take time to offer your own silent prayers.
*Assurance of God’s Grace and Sharing the Peace of Christ


For God so loved the world that God gave the only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.  For God sent the Son into the world, not to condemn the world, but that the world might be saved through him.  Friends, believe the Good News:  In Jesus Christ, we are forgiven.  Amen.


As we have been reconciled to Christ, let us be reconciled to one another!  Please take a moment to greet one another with Christ’s peace.



LISTENING FOR GOD’S WORD

Scripture Lessons


From the New Testament
Acts 5:27-32
p. 123 NT


When they had brought them, they had them stand before the council. The high priest questioned them, saying, “We gave you strict orders not to teach in this name, yet here you have filled Jerusalem with your teaching and you are determined to bring this man’s blood on us.” But Peter and the apostles answered, “We must obey God rather than any human authority. The God of our ancestors raised up Jesus, whom you had killed by hanging him on a tree. God exalted him at his right hand as Leader and Savior that he might give repentance to Israel and forgiveness of sins. And we are witnesses to these things, and so is the Holy Spirit whom God has given to those who obey him.”


From the Epistles
Revelation 1:4-8
p. 245 NT


John to the seven churches that are in Asia:


Grace to you and peace from him who is and who was and who is to come, and from the seven spirits who are before his throne, and from Jesus Christ, the faithful witness, the firstborn of the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth.


To him who loves us and freed us from our sins by his blood, and made us to be a kingdom, priests serving his God and Father, to him be glory and dominion forever and ever. Amen.


Look! He is coming with the clouds;



every eye will see him,


even those who pierced him;



and on his account


all the tribes of the earth will wail.

So it is to be. Amen.


“I am the Alpha and the Omega,” says the Lord God, who is and who was and who is to come, the Almighty. 


From the Gospels
John 20:19-31
p. 115 NT


19When it was evening on that day, the first day of the week, and the doors of the house where the disciples had met were locked for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and said, “Peace be with you.” 20After he said this, he showed them his hands and his side. Then the disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord. 21Jesus said to them again, “Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you.” 22When he had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit. 23If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.” 

24But Thomas (who was called the Twin), one of the twelve, was not with them when Jesus came. 25So the other disciples told him, “We have seen the Lord.” But he said to them, “Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands, and put my finger in the mark of the nails and my hand in his side, I will not believe.” 

26A week later his disciples were again in the house, and Thomas was with them. Although the doors were shut, Jesus came and stood among them and said, “Peace be with you.” 27Then he said to Thomas, “Put your finger here and see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it in my side. Do not doubt but believe.” 28Thomas answered him, “My Lord and my God!” 29Jesus said to him, “Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.” 

30Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not written in this book. 31But these are written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his name.  

Conversation with the Young People and 
The Prayer of Our Savior 


Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name.  Thy kingdom come.  Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.  Give us this day our daily bread, and forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against us.  And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.  For thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever.  Amen.



Children and youth may remain in worship.


Sermon
“Believing Thomas”
David Ashby 


You know, we preachers usually give Thomas a bum rap.  On the Second Sunday of Easter, ministers for centuries have launched into this poor guy as the epitome of weak faith, branding him, “Doubting Thomas.”  But someone once used an expression that made me look at Thomas the twin in a different, more sympathetic light: “Believing Thomas!”  I liked that; it changed the way I consider this poor, misunderstanding, misunderstood guy.


I think we often suffer from a false dichotomy which places “faith” somehow opposite “doubt.”  If you have one, you cannot have the other.  If you doubt, then your faith is in question.  But that doesn’t seem to be a problem with Jesus, with many parts of the Bible, or with the witness of the church at other times in history.


We have a tendency to place doubt or skepticism as the direct opposite of faith.  In fact, that attitude of many adults is a big reason why many teenagers get disenchanted with the church.  If, as has been so typical in the past, you transmit the message that any questioning means you are faithless and worthless, you naturally turn off youth who are going through a natural phase of questioning the world and its institutions, to see if they can provide the answers the teens need.  And I think it’s unnecessary and unneeded for the church to act as if you had to be completely unquestioning.  After all, many of us have had the same questions— “How can I know there is a God?  How do I understand the universe and my place in it?  Why do bad things happen?  Why should I be good?  How do I know if God loves me?  How do I know if anyone else loves me?  How do I reconcile what I’ve learned in science with what I read in the Bible?  What difference should religion make in my life?  Why do Christians often no act any better than non-Christians?  Is God relevant at all?”— but we forget that we had them once upon a time.  Maybe it was easier for us to answer them; maybe we’ve just forgotten the struggles of young faith.  Maybe we’ve forgotten to think about our faith at all!  But when we “harrumph” at questions and mutter that “if your faith was any good, you’d stop asking stupid questions,” we start acting like old fogies or like the worst of the Pharisees.  You see, faith naturally lives on questions.  It takes the questions which life serves up and connects them with the answers of revelation.  Faith does not necessarily set reason opposite revelation, either.  You can both think and believe.  Myself, I think you have to have both.  After all the phrase is to love the Lord your God with all your heart, mind, and strength.  To tell a teenager or to tell Thomas to turn off the brain goes against the grain... and against the Bible!  Henry David Thoreau wrote, “Faith keeps many doubts in her pay.  If I could not doubt, I should not believe.”  If you cannot confront faith with the serious questions life raises, what good is it?!?


So, I’d like to put in a good word for Thomas, and for everyone who questions how God is present in life’s circumstance.  You cannot just take everything on somebody else’s say-so.  You have to forge your own links between the questions of the world and the answers of God.  And that process of hammering out the links is called faith.  Mind you, it is not the links which are faith; it is the forging process itself which is faith, the asking and learning and growing and maturing.  And that is what “Believing Thomas” can teach us.


I think God put Thomas in the Bible to lend credence to the natural need to question and discover for yourself.  Thomas was inclined to accept the stories of Jesus’ resurrection as true, but he wanted to see and feel and know and understand for himself.  The faith of the church is represented by the accounts of the group of disciples.  They represent the church we enter.  But Thomas comes along and has to join that group, and he is the individual who has to ask enough question to join for himself.  Similarly our children or new Christians must ask enough questions and have enough doubts to be satisfied that they, too, believe like the church.  I think that is quite an honorable approach!  George Iles said that “Doubt is the beginning, not the end, of wisdom.”  Similarly, “Modest doubt is called the beacon of the wise,” according to William Shakespeare.  It is useful and good to have a few modest doubts on the road of faith; they keep you from going into the ditch!


In addition to reminding us that questions are needed for faith to mature, the story of Believing Thomas serves another function in John’s gospel.  Right after he touched Jesus himself, Thomas uttered his confession of faith: “28Thomas answered him, ‘My Lord and my God!’  29Jesus said to him, ‘Have you believed because you have seen me?  Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.”’  That’s Jesus’ point.  But then John uncovers the purpose for which he wrote this document: 30Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not written in this book.  31But these are written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his name.”  You see, the whole of the gospel is supposed to be for us, the readers, the literary equivalent of Thomas confronting the true flesh-and-blood resurrected body of Christ Jesus.  The book is supposed to be (through the witness of the Holy Spirit) such a vivid confrontation with the signs and wonders of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection, such a tangible confrontation with the presence of God that we, generations long after Thomas, can have faith that Jesus of Nazareth is the Messiah, and trusting him, have eternal life.  The [written] gospel is supposed to be a definitive enough experience of Christ that we drop to our knees with Thomas and confess, “My Lord and my God!”   That’s why John wrote all this stuff down, from the voice of John the baptizer crying in the wilderness, to Jesus turning water to wine, to his discourses to disciples, to his silence before Pilate, to his gory execution, to the empty tomb, to the appearances in the locked upper room, to his breathing the Holy Spirit upon them, to letting Thomas see and touch for himself.  Jesus is the Messiah; believe in him and you will live in God’s love.


One of the great ironies of history has been the “progress” of scientific skepticism and its attitude toward religious experience.  In the nineteenth century, science was incredibly skeptical.  It had discovered that many of the things promoted by religion as historically or scientifically true were absolutely wrong.  Dates the church claimed for various events were manifestly untrue, from the date of the exodus being off a thousand years to Bishop Ussher’s assertion that creation started around noon on October 23rd, 4001 BCE.  And if the stories of the patriarchs were off so much, how could you trust the rest of the church’s dogma?  Scientists gave preachers a bum rap!  There was also a concerted effort to find “rational, scientific” explanations for miracles, figuring that if the winds hit the Reed Sea just right, there would have been a pathway for Israel to cross, or that manna was the residue of a certain species of bug, or that the loaves and fishes were a result of everyone getting embarrassed by the little boy’s offering and pulling out hidden food of their own, or that Paul’s Damascus Road experience had to do with a massive migraine headache.  By the time they got done with it, there wasn’t much left of religion.  The skeptics doubted most of it away.  And they ended up with a big, black, blank in the middle of their lives.  This time of year there are always a bunch of television specials reminding us that the skeptics are still with us!


But a remarkable reverse has happened since World War II in science.  As physics has discovered some amazing, weird truths, some of the skepticism has been replaced by awe.  Quantum physics, the Hiesenberg Uncertainty Principle, Shroedinger’s Cat, nuclear research, radio-astronomy, space study, Einstein, the Big Bang, the search for the Unified Theory of the Universe and for the Grand Unified Theory of the Universe, have led scientists like physicist Steven Hawkings (whose mind has encompassed eternity while his body is in his wheelchair), Dr. Timothy Johnson, Francis Collins (the director of the Human Genome Project), all the way around the back of skepticism and doubt to postulate seriously the presence of mystery!  Where once you could say that, since so-and-so was a scientist, he or she could not possibly be religious, now you would have to say that since so-and- so is a scientist, he or she is probably religious!  The discoveries of science have moved many scientists and theoreticians all the way through doubt to an awed acceptance of the universe’s mysteries, an openness to faith!  Doubts and questions have led many to a deeper, more profound, more wonderful faith, even in the supposedly skeptical arena of science.  The more you know, the more you believe!  Thomas would feel in good company indeed!


So, in fairness to the youth who are going through their holy season of questioning, asking, exploring, expanding their reality, in fairness to modern science which is reaching again the mysterious marvels of the universe, and in fairness to those who have turned their lives to Christ based on the witness of the Bible and of the earliest disciples, I’m going to put in a good word for “Believing Thomas.”  He went from questions and uncertainty to the deepest certainty in the world, the certainty that God in Jesus Christ loved him enough to die for him and to rise for him.  And, you, too, “Believing First Congregational Church,” can find the certainty and confidence of God’s presence in your life, partly because souls like Thomas have been there before you with useful doubts and loving questions.  God has given us a world filled with wonders to explore and question, and a world filled with God’s love.  Let us take our questions, ask them, and find peace and faith in God’s answers!



RESPONDING TO THE WORD
* Hymn New Century #292 (black)
Breathe on Me, Breath of God

The Morning Prayers

 An Offering of Prayers & Silent Reflection  

We welcome your prayers.  In the interest of time, please state your name and briefly share your joy or concern.


Prayers of the People


Our hearts soar with joy and praise and faith, although it is a lot easier to believe in resurrection on nice spring days, we know in our souls inside what our bodies may be just beginning to feel.  For the glories of creation as it springs to new life, for the riches of soil, mineral, water, wood, field, and land, we thank you.  For giving us what we need, but also imagination, artistic or musical or mechanical or scientific skills, for wit and wisdom, compassion and caring, vision and sticktoitiveness, we thank your for your gifts rising from within us,  For the interaction of people with us, especially the support, nurture, warmth, affection, loyalty and companionship of friends, family, community, and church, we thank you.  Beyond our words we thank you for that unexplainable but oh-so-believable miracle of your life, death, resurrection, and presence in Christ Jesus which saves us from all that will enslave us, giving us a new freedom to live and love as you showed us in Jesus.  Easter springs with brilliant sunshine in our souls!


Sill, we know that not everyone is dancing in the Easter sunrise... too many in too many places still are assailed by Good Friday evil, still trudge through holy Saturday darkness.  Our hearts and prayers go out to them: the sick and hurt, the emotionally crippled, the beset by fear, the chronically disappointed, the sorrowing, the spiritually timid, the dying, the never-fully-living.  We pray for those with bruised feelings and those who bruise feelings.  We pray for those suffering natural catastrophe and calamity, for those who suffer from the weather.  We pray for places where people suffer from war, terrorism, crime, and hate.  Nor have our prayers diminished for the people of Iraq and Afghanistan, Egypt, Syria, Iran, and above all, the Korean peninsula.  We think yet again of our service members and their families.  For the big things and the regular wear-and-tear of life, we pray.  Grant to all for whom we pray both what they need on a practical level and what they need spiritually to endure their circumstances.  We remind you of those particular people and needs in our hearts, mentioned in silence....  .........................................  May your Holy Spirit give wings to the spirits of our confirmation class and mentors, Alexander Babiak & Mike Billing, Ryan Buchanan &  Myla Strawderman, Megan Jordan & Wendy Babiak, Justin Milner & Matt Estill, Sadie Spearman & Linda Yannone, Tommy Strawderman & Cindy Buchanan, and Zsofi Szegletes & Rhonda Gilmore.  


Even with the brightness of Easter blooming in our souls and great confidence having just seen and heard and touched you with Thomas’ belief, there are things which bother us and so we pray for ourselves.  Confirm in our deepest hearts the power of your reconciliation and redemption so that it will be unshakable even in difficult times.  Ignite our passion to share that good news and strengthen our courage to share it and to take a stand for good in the face of challenge.  Give us a vision of what this congregation can be and do and share and make different here in this place, a vision which can become clear during the interim season... and can be made reality in the next season of growth here. We pray all these things and more in the name and for the sake of Jesus, our Christ.


Leader:  O God of all grace,

People:  Accept our prayers, we pray.
Prayer Response


Offering Our Gifts and Our Hearts


 Call to Offering and Invitation to Participate in Church Life  (announcements here)


Offertory
Easter Carol
…A. Colby-Hall

Please register your presence on our pew pads and then pass them down the pew.
*
Doxology and Prayer of Dedication

Pilgrim # 64, vs.5


Praise God, from whom all blessings flow; 


Praise God, all creatures here below; Alleluia! (x2)


Praise God above, ye heavenly host; 


Creator, Christ, and Holy Ghost; Alleluia! (x5) AMEN.

*PRAYER OF DEDICATION 

One:
Accept these offerings now placed on your altar, O God, the giver of every good and perfect gift.  Grant that they may be symbols of our love and of ourselves now offered more fully to you.  Use these gifts and us, we pray, to the end that your realm may come and your will be done on earth, even as it is done in heaven; through Jesus Christ our Savior.  Amen.



Sharing THE LORD’S SUPPER

Invitation

One:
This is the joyful feast of the people of God.  Men and women, youth and children, come from the east and the west, from the north and the south, and gather about Christ’s table.


This table is for all Christians who wish to know the presence of Christ and to share in the community of God’s people.

Communion Prayer

It is truly right and our greatest joy  to give you thanks and praise, eternal God our Creator.

You formed us in your image to love and serve you, but we forgot your promises and abandoned your commandments.  In your mercy, you did not reject us but still claimed us as your own.  When we were slaves in Egypt you freed us and led us through the waters of the sea.  You fed us with heavenly food in the wilderness, and satisfied our thirst from desert springs.  On the holy mountain you gave us your law to guide us in your way.  Through the waters of Jordan you led us into the land of your promise, you sustained us in times of trial.  You spoke through prophets calling us to turn from our willful ways to new obedience and righteousness.  You sent your only Son to be the way to eternal life.

Gracious God, pour out your Holy Spirit upon us and upon these your gifts of bread and cup, that the bread we break and the cup we bless may be the communion of the body and blood of Christ.

By your Spirit make us one with Christ, that we may be one with all who share this feast, united in ministry in every place.  As this bread is Christ’s body for us, send us out to be the body of Christ in the world.  Strengthen us, O God, in the power of your Spirit to bring good news to the poor and lift blind eyes to sight, to loose the chains that bind and claim your blessing for all people. Keep us faithful in your service until Christ comes in final victory, and we shall feast with all your saints in the joy of your eternal realm. Through Christ, with Christ, in Christ, in the unity of the Holy Spirit, all glory and honor are yours, almighty God, now and forever.  Amen. 

Words of Institution


We remember that on the night of betrayal and desertion, and on the eve of death, Jesus gathered the disci​ples for the feast of Passover.


Jesus took bread, and after giving thanks to you, broke it, and gave it to the disciples, saying: “This is my body which is for you. Do this in remembrance of me.”


In the same way also the cup, after supper, saying: “This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.”

Therefore we proclaim the mystery of our faith:


Christ has died. Christ is risen. Christ will come again.

SHARING COMMUNION


Jesus said: “I am the bread of life.  



Whoever comes to me will never be hungry; whoever believes in me will never thirst.”


“This is my body, broken for you.  Take, eat, all of you.”


Jesus said: “I am the vine; you are the branches.  


Cut off from me, you can do nothing.  Abide in me and so bear fruit.”


“This is the new covenant in my blood; do this in remembrance of me.”


The gifts of God for the people of God.

Sharing the Feast

So that all may share in communion, our bread is gluten free.

Communion Music
A Prayer of St. Richard of Chichester
…L. J. White

Prayer Of Thanksgiving (unison)
All:
Bountiful God, we give thanks that you have refreshed us at your table.  Strengthen our faith, increase our love for one another, and send us forth into the world in courage and peace, rejoicing in the power of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.



PREPARING TO WITNESS AND SERVE
*Hymn  Pilgrim #192 (red)
The Day of Resurrection

*
Benediction and Choral Response




Go out into the world in peace as an Easter people; have courage; hold on to what is good; return no one evil for evil; strengthen the fainthearted; support the weak; help the suffering; honor everyone; love and serve the Lord, rejoicing in the power of the Holy Spirit.


The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with you all.  Amen.

Postlude
Prelude in D Major
…J. S. Bach


*       *      *
The service ends with the Benediction and Choral Response.

You are welcome to exit the sanctuary quietly during the postlude.
After the postlude, members of the Caring Committee will be available at the front of the sanctuary to meet with those who would like to have someone pray with and for them.
Hearing aid devices and large print bulletins are available from the ushers. Seat cushions are also available for any who would like one.
Nursery care is available during the service in the Beam Nursery downstairs, for children aged six weeks through three years. 
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