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WORLD COMMUNION SUNDAY

Do We Love the World God Loves?
Acts 2:1-12; John 3:1-17

Being the world traveler she is, our daughter Catherine often says that
London is the perfect city.  It is cosmopolitan.  It has a nice mix of old and
new.  It values art, drama, music, and dance.  It is pretty and quaint, edgy and
dynamic, ancient and modern.  The only drawback she sees is that it is
located in England and not the United States, an opinion for which we are
most grateful.

Sometimes I think Catherine believes that London’s greatest asset is its
transportation system, especially the London Underground or “Tube” as it is
better known.  I will admit that London has a very good public transportation
system.  Those red, double-decker buses will get you just about anywhere
you want to go and, to make the trip a little faster, the subway–or Tube–will
do the trick.  I enjoyed riding the Tube, except whenever we got off at the
Covent Garden Station.  To reach the street above, you either have to
squeeze into one of four elevators with twenty-five or so other people or you
may climb the 193 steps of the spiral staircase which is like hiking up a fifteen
story building.  I recommend you take the elevator.

Most of the Tube stations have escalators which are, in and of
themselves, a fun experience.  The walls are usually lined with posters
advertising the current plays, movies, and musical events in the city.  Some
of the frames have video screens with images of various people who smile,
nod, or wave as if they are on the escalator going the opposite way.  The best
part of the escalator ride, however, is the people.  Watching all those different
people moving along is like flipping the pages in a catalog of the human race. 
All sizes, shapes, colors, ages, clothes, hairstyles, tattoos, piercings, and
occupations can be seen coming and going on the escalators.  One
afternoon, upon seeing a lively group of young people with multi-colored hair,
abundant tattoos, and even more body piercings go down the escalator as we
went up, Deborah turned to me and asked, “What does God think when he
sees all of us?”  I answered that surely God smiles or laughs.  The Tube
station must be where God goes when God needs a little comic relief–and I
certainly include myself in that comment!



Surely God smiles and laughs when looking at us–not only on the Tube
escalator, but on any corner on any street in the world, even in the pews of
Lakeside Church!  At least, I hope God laughs, one of those delighted,
grinning-from-ear-to-ear laughs like the ones we enjoy when a child dresses
up to play and looks so adorable.  After all, who knows which outfits God
prefers his children to wear?  When we all get to running around the world in
our various fashion statements, surely God smiles and laughs because that
is what you do when you love your children.  And, apparently, according to
scripture and experience, God loves the whole world.

I will admit that I am not always as generous as God.  I do not always
love the world God loves.  Most often, my world is much smaller, frequently
as limited as the Southeastern corner of the United States, sometimes even
as finite as Down East North Carolina.  With globetrotting children, however,
I have learned to love Central Europe, the British Isles, and for a time, I even
flirted with China when Catherine studied there.  Even so, my love for that part
of the world is usually conditional.  For instance, I was repulsed by some of
the Gypsies in Slovakia who drug young children and force them to beg on
the streets.  I did not much care for the taxi driver in Budapest who appeared
to be so helpful in getting us from the train to our hotel but drove around the
block a time or two and charged four times as much as he should have to
take us a little further than a mile.  I certainly did not like the Border Police
who detained Catherine in Heathrow Airport.  I don’t love Bashar al-Assad,
the terrorists who attacked the mall in Nairobi, or the people in this town who
rob and assault their fellow citizens.  I do not love the entire world God loves.

But I should.  The Bible tells me I should.  I know I should.  After all,
despite a few bad eggs in the basket, the world really is a neat place with lots
of wonderful people.  For instance, by the time this World Communion Sunday
has made itself around the world, a couple of billion people will have
worshiped God and prayed for us.

On the last Saturday in August, we visited St. Paul’s Cathedral in
London.  We walked through the front doors just in time to participate in
morning Eucharist.  During that service, the priest led us to pray for peace
around the world and she asked us to pray for every community represented
in that gathering of believers.  What a thrill it was to realize that we were
actually praying for Rocky Mount along with a hundred or so other
communities around the globe.
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That is the purpose of this day on the Christian calendar.  I read a brief
article last week which suggested that World Communion Sunday is a bad
idea because, in focusing on the bonds of faith we share with other
Christians, we ignore the suffering and injustice suffered by so many other
people around the world.1  I disagree.  I think World Communion Sunday
reminds us that our faith is not parochial.  We are not supposed to wear
religious blinders and think that because we and other people believe in God
that all is right in the world.  On the contrary, a day like today helps us to
remember our brothers and sisters in the faith who do suffer because of what
they believe.  People of faith live in countries that are at war, in places where
hunger and poverty are epidemic, in situations that are oppressive, in bodies
that are wracked with the pain and limitations of disease.

No, far from causing us to ignore the world, on a day like today, God
reminds us that our family of faith is much larger than we often imagine.  In
the Gospel lesson we read earlier, Nicodemus was struggling to understand
how God could relate to people outside the relatively small group of Jewish
people who claimed his as their God.  Jesus tried to help Nicodemus
understand that God’s attention was not focused exclusively on the Jews;
rather, God intended the Jews to help share the Good News of God’s love
with the rest of the world–because God loves it all.

Sitting in St. Paul’s Cathedral in London, praying for you and for
Christians around the world was a World Communion Day for me.  Knowing
that you were praying for us as we traveled was a World Communion
experience day by day.  Recognizing that God’s family is spread all over the
world, is broader than time and space, and includes people to whom we seem
curious and laughable, is a World Communion epiphany, a recognition that
God so loved the world–the entire world–so much that he gave his unique
Son so that whoever believes in him will not perish but will enjoy eternal life.

The world God loves is a vast spinning ball, occupying a rather small
amount of space in the ever-expanding universe.  The seven billion or so
people living on this spinning ball are all children of God whether they
acknowledge it or not.  We come in all shapes and sizes and colors with a
variety of languages, experiences, perspectives, and beliefs.  Especially
among the estimated two billion plus Christians, we share a strong bond of
faith in Jesus Christ as Lord.  As we gather around this table today, we eat

1Debra Dean Murphy, “Why World Communion Sunday Is a Bad Idea,” Ekklesia Project, October 2, 2012;
available on line at: http://www.ekklesiaproject.org/blog/2012/10/why-world-communion-sunday-is-a-bad-idea/.
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bread representative of cultures from around the world.  We eat bread
reminding us of Christ’s body given in life and death for us.  We drink the cup
symbolic of the life-giving blood of Christ shed for us all.  We gather at this
table with believers all around the world.  Today we think and pray about the
vast reach of God’s love so that tomorrow we will better love the entire world
for which God gave his Son.  Amen.



October 6, 2013 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

O God whose ways are unsearchable yet who holds us as closely as a
loving parent cradles a child, through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus
and in the sending of your Holy Spirit, you have called your children together
to be the Church.  We thank you today for the rich heritage we claim as
followers of Christ, a heritage born of obedience, courage and sacrifice, a
heritage we share with our brothers and sisters of all times and places, of all
races and tongues.

Today we celebrate our fellowship in mission with all believers as we
give of our resources and devote our own hands and hearts to accomplishing
the work of your Church around the world.  We answer your call to heal the
sick, to feed the hungry, to speak for the voiceless, to stand against injustice,
to free the captives, and to give sight to the blind, as we proclaim your great
love for all the world.

And today we celebrate our communion with all the saints as we partake
of the bread and the cup, symbols of body and blood, of your love incarnate. 
But we confess, Holy God, that in the comfort of our abundance and in the
safety of the peace in our land, we too easily forget those members the Body
of Christ who pray for your daily bread to feed their hungry children, who pray
for signs of peace in their war-torn nations, who pray for the freedom and
dignity to pursue the dreams you have for their lives.  So as we approach your
table, make us mindful, we pray, of our brothers and sisters who eat and drink
at this table in secret for fear of persecution, who offer their prayers in
whispers for fear of retribution, who dare not sing or proclaim their faith for
fear of death.  For these who are also your beloved children, we pray that you
would keep watch over them, that your Spirit would fill and empower them,
and that the hope of new life in Christ may be realized in them so that your joy
may be complete in their lives.  We pray this day and every day in the name
of the One who came to make us one, even Jesus Christ, the Savior of the
world and the Redeemer of our hearts.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister

Portions of this prayer were adapted from a prayer by Israel Galindo in Let Us Pray:
Contemporary Prayers for the Seasons of the Church.


