

Jump to appended: Weekly Devotional #42
                            *PRAYER REQUESTS*    *(indicates new) 
Please remember all people on our Prayer List with prayers, thoughts, cards: 

MEMBERS & FRIENDS OF THE VALLEYS:  

*Kelly Richter, (Surgery in Nov.); *Brinley Ehrenfeuchter, (Shirley Miller’s great niece); *Gary Fetterhoff, (Hosp.); Marissa Faust & Holly Landvater; Shirley, Scott, Todd Miller & Families; Carole Fetterhoff, (Craig’s wife); Ann Cooper; Gail Shertzer; Mary Cooke; Gary Miller; Barbara Lauver; Sandy Zimmerman; Kayla Gonder; Gary Fetterhoff; Carol Cooper; Hope Byerly; Jane Baker; Dean Etzweiler; Esther Masser; Sue Maichle; Deanna McNair; Glen Hale; Dee Portez; Kelly Shutt; Carly Quinn; Deb Castellani; Judy Miller; Dorothy Rand; Ben, Sarah, Baby Sophia Heinbaugh; Ben Baker;  Kevin/Tricia Hammaker; Liam Neiswender; Inez Boyer; Terry Etzweiler; Carl Baker; Neva Smith; Rick Welker; Rob; Naomi Patrick; Alan Bostdorf; Nancy/Tim Wilbert; Seth D; Jacob Castellani; June Miller; Kevin; Jennifer Herb; Stan/Loretta Brown; Cammie/Raymond Enders; Karen Kahler; Jean Enders; Hilda Baker; Karen Saul; Destiny Snyder; Gerald  Schoffstall; Glenda Lissner; Guy Kerstetter; Pat Hauth; Lori Graeff; Katy Campbell; Larry Snyder; Carolyn Rickmer; Joslyn Thomas; Brian Shoop; Baby Alaina; Jim Zeigler; Janelle Miller; Roxanne Fasick; Deb Polak; Ellen Snyder; Ty & Lana Shoop; Ben Rissinger; James Eisenhard; Janet Flowers; Phil Guertin;  Dana Welcomer; 
OUR SHUT INS: Myra Hoffman; Lila Baddorf; Hannah Klinger (has new address); June and Greg Gelnett; Vickie Shoffler; Janet Noblit; Lori Graff; Lamar Ressler 
MISSIONS: Covenant Missionaries: Jen and Minh Dao; Cathy Campobello; Covenant Missionaries and all Missionaries serving all around the world.

Please inform The Valleys if you or a member of your family is in the hospital, the hospitals do not inform us unless you tell them to contact us.  Please call the church office (717-896-3118). Please put prayer requests (also name of person requesting prayer) on the back of “Welcome Card” which is in the pew rack and place it in the offering plate, also please give a contact name who we can contact for updates or call the church office. In order to keep prayer list accurate, we will keep people on prayer list for 60 days unless we receive a phone call or email update to keep them on the list from person who put person on prayer list.
                                            [image: image1.emf]


                                   OCTOBER 31, 2021
    Twenty-third Sunday After Pentecost 
                      The Valleys Evangelical Covenant Church
        3682 Peters Mountain Rd.  P O Box H Halifax, PA 17032
                             Pastor David Guertin

                  Office (717-896-3118),  Cell (1-715-497-4310)

                               Email - daveguertin64@gmail.com 

       Church Office Hours: Mon. thru Thurs. - 10AM to 3PM 

                                  Church Office (717-896-3118)           

          Web Site - ValleysEcc.Org   Email - valleysecc@verizon.net
View online services at Link:

    or on YouTube Link 
If you are not on Facebook, go to the above YouTube link and you should be able to see any of the services (after the live stream is finished).  You can also listen to the sermon on Valleys website.
The Valleys Evangelical Covenant Church

Rev. David Guertin, Pastor
Hymnal Technician, Bridget Campbell
Video Technician, Seth Guertin
October 31, 2021 - Worship, 10:15AM
Twenty-third Sunday After Pentecost
          Hymns are in the (RED) HYMNAL for Worship & Celebration            unless otherwise noted.
   Prelude    
Call to Worship: (Responsively)                 Diane Shaffer                  
L:   Throughout all our lives God is with us.
P:  Praise be to God for God’s mercy and love.
L:   Even when we are faced with difficult decisions, God’s presence is near.
P:  When we don’t know which way to go, God will guide and lead us.
L:  Open your hearts today to God’s gently leading.
  P:  We open our lives to God, that we may faithfully serve God all our days. AMEN
 

Invocation                                                  Diane Shaffer         
Scripture Readings *indicates sermon text
Psalm: Psalm 146:1-10  (Responsively)  (See Insert)   Bob Endy
Hymn -                        “Day by Day”                         Page 56
* New Testament: 2 Corinthians 4:8-11, 14-18; 5:10        

                                                                (See Insert)   Ed Dobbin                                 
Sermon:        “God Always Does What Is Right”  

                    Pastor Ronald Reitz, Guest Speaker  
Prayers with the Lord’s Prayer (sins/sinned)         Bob Endy
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 have sinned 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.
Hymn -                        “Be Still, My Soul”        Page 347
Benediction
                                               Bob Endy
Greeting: “The Peace of God be with you.”   Bob Endy 
Response: “And also with you.”                      Congregation



Post-Service Music 
Worship Service: We welcome you today October 31st the Twenty-third Sunday After Pentecost! Masks are no longer required but strongly encouraged. We are no longer requiring people to be socially distanced in the building. We are also returning to congregational singing. Hand sanitizer and masks are still available if you are at all concerned about safety. We also encourage you to use your best judgment if you are at all sick to remain home until you are better. Thank you to everyone who understood the measures we took to keep everyone as safe and healthy as possible during the worst of the pandemic. It wasn’t easy, but with your understanding and love towards the most vulnerable among us, we made it through, so far. Please put your offering in the basket. Weekly envelopes/monetary donations may be dropped off at the church during office hours or mailed.  Weekly Devotionals/bulletins are mailed to our shut-ins and to those not comfortable attending services. Bulletins and devotionals can also be found on the church website.
If you no longer wish to have the weekly bulletin and devotional mailed to you, please call the church office (717-896-3118) or email us at valleysecc@verizon.net 
RUSS MILLER’S MEMORIAL SERVICE will be on Saturday November 6th.  Visitation will be held at Valleys on from 10:00-11:00AM and memorial service will begin at 11:00AM. Memorial donations may be made to Valleys in memory of Russ.
WE WELCOME Pastor Ronald Reitz as our guest speaker today October 31st! We are glad to have Pastor Ron with us and we thank him for being our speaker.

                                  CHURCH CALENDAR 
          
Oct. 31 - 9:00AM - Sunday School
               10:15AM - In-Person Worship Service or Online

               Pastor Ronald Reitz is our Guest Speaker
Nov.  1 - 7:00PM - Elders Meeting

Nov.  2 - 7:00PM - Deacons Meeting

Nov. 6 -  10:00-11:00AM - Visitation followed by Memorial Service for Russell Miller at 11:00AM at Valleys
Nov. 7 -  9:00AM - Sunday School
               10:15AM - In-Person Worship Service or Online
              Lay Sunday- Holy Communion (Have bread & grape juice to participate for online worship)
FREE TAKEOUT COMMUNITY MEAL on Tuesday November 9th, pick up meals between 5:30-6:30PM. Menu:

Spaghetti, Garlic bread, Salad, Fruit salad, Dessert.  Please call by Thursday Nov. 4th to reserve meal. Halifax Area Girl Scouts are preparing meal.
*Lay Readers and Sunday School Teachers please note: If you cannot read scripture on your Sunday, please inform the church office as soon as possible. If you cannot teach on your Sunday, please inform Dave Novinger and the church office. Thank you. 

PLEASE TURN OFF CELL PHONES, PAGERS, ETC. during our worship service.  Thank you for your cooperation.

Attendance: 

There was NO In-person or online worship for Oct. 24.
Face book views for Oct. 17 were 47.
Face book views for Oct. 10 were 66.
GIANT GIFT CARDS may be purchased through church office.

MISSION OFFERING donations (September thru December) go to “Christmas Benevolence” (Please put it in weekly envelopes marked “Missions”.)
         SCRIPTURE READINGS  1st Reading - O. Test. Ruth 1:1-18 (NLT)
1 In the days when the judges ruled in Israel, a severe famine came upon the land. So a man from Bethlehem in Judah left his home and went to live in the country of Moab, taking his wife and two sons with him. 2 The man’s name was Elimelech, and his wife was Naomi. Their two sons were Mahlon and Kilion. They were Ephrathites from Bethlehem in the land of Judah. And when they reached Moab, they settled there. 3 Then Elimelech died, and Naomi was left with her two sons. 4 The two sons married Moabite women. One married a woman named Orpah, and the other a woman named Ruth. But about ten years later, 5 both Mahlon and Kilion died. This left Naomi alone, without her two sons or her husband. 6 Then Naomi heard in Moab that the Lord had blessed his people in Judah by giving them good crops again. So Naomi and her daughters-in-law got ready to leave Moab to return to her homeland. 7 With her two daughters-in-law she set out from the place where she had been living, and they took the road that would lead them back to Judah. 8 But on the way, Naomi said to her two daughters-in-law, “Go back to your mothers’ homes. And may the Lord reward you for your kindness to your husbands and to me. 9 May the Lord bless you with the security of another marriage.” Then she kissed them good-bye, and they all broke down and wept. 10 “No,” they said. “We want to go with you to your people.” 11 But Naomi replied, “Why should you go on with me? Can I still give birth to other sons who could grow up to be your husbands? 12 No, my daughters, return to your parents’ homes, for I am too old to marry again. And even if it were possible, and I were to get married tonight and bear sons, then what? 13 Would you wait for them to grow up and refuse to marry someone else? No, of course not, my daughters! Things are far more bitter for me than for you, because the LORD himself has raised his fist against me.” 14 And again they wept together, and Orpah kissed her mother-in-law good-bye. But Ruth clung tightly to Naomi. 15 “Look,” Naomi said to her, “your sister-in-law has gone back to her people and to her gods. You should do the same.” 16 But Ruth replied, “Don’t ask me to leave you and turn back. Wherever you go, I will go; wherever you live, I will live. Your people will be my people, and your God will be my God. 17 Wherever you die, I will die, and there I will be buried. May the Lord punish me severely if I allow anything but death to separate us!” 18 When Naomi saw that Ruth was determined to go with her, she said nothing more.
2nd Reading - Psalm 1464:1-10 (Responsive) (NLT)
1 Praise the Lord! Let all that I am praise the Lord.
2 I will praise the Lord as long as I live.
    I will sing praises to my God with my dying breath.
3 Don’t put your confidence in powerful people;
    there is no help for you there.
4 When they breathe their last, they return to the earth,
    and all their plans die with them.
5 But joyful are those who have the God of Israel as their helper,
    whose hope is in the Lord their God.
6 He made heaven and earth, the sea, and everything in them.
    He keeps every promise forever.
7 He gives justice to the oppressed and food to the hungry.
The Lord frees the prisoners.
8 The Lord opens the eyes of the blind.
The Lord lifts up those who are weighed down.
    The Lord loves the godly.
9 The Lord protects the foreigners among us.
    He cares for the orphans and widows,
    but he frustrates the plans of the wicked.
10 The Lord will reign forever.
    He will be your God, O Jerusalem, throughout the generations. Praise the Lord!
3rd Reading - N. Test. Hebrews 9:11-14 (NLT)
11 So Christ has now become the High Priest over all the good things that have come. He has entered that greater, more perfect Tabernacle in heaven, which was not made by human hands and is not part of this created world. 12 With his own blood—not the blood of goats and calves—he entered the Most Holy Place once for all time and secured our redemption forever. 13 Under the old system, the blood of goats and bulls and the ashes of a heifer could cleanse people’s bodies from ceremonial impurity. 14 Just think how much more the blood of Christ will purify our consciences from sinful deeds so that we can worship the living God. For by the power of the eternal Spirit, Christ offered himself to God as a perfect sacrifice for our sins.
*Sermon Text - Gospel: Mark 12:28-34 (NLT)
28 One of the teachers of religious law was standing there listening to the debate. He realized that Jesus had answered well, so he asked, “Of all the commandments, which is the most important?” 29 Jesus replied, “The most important commandment is this: ‘Listen, O Israel! The Lord our God is the one and only Lord. 30 And you must love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your soul, all your mind, and all your strength.’ 31 The second is equally important: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ No other commandment is greater than these.” 32 The teacher of religious law replied, “Well said, Teacher. You have spoken the truth by saying that there is only one God and no other.

33 And I know it is important to love him with all my heart and all my understanding and all my strength, and to love my neighbor as myself. This is more important than to offer all of the burnt offerings and sacrifices required in the law.” 34 Realizing how much the man understood, Jesus said to him, “You are not far from the Kingdom of God.” And after that, no one dared to ask him any more questions.
*Scripture for Pastor Ron’s sermon on Sunday Oct. 31:
2 Corinthians 4:8-11, 14-18; 5:10
4:8 We are pressed on every side by troubles, but we are not crushed. We are perplexed, but not driven to despair. 9 We are hunted down, but never abandoned by God. We get knocked down, but we are not destroyed.  10 Through suffering, our bodies continue to share in the death of Jesus so that the life of Jesus may also be seen in our bodies. 11 Yes, we live under constant danger of death because we serve Jesus, so that the life of Jesus will be evident in our dying bodies. 14 We know that God, who raised the Lord Jesus, will also raise us with Jesus and present us to himself together with you. 15 All of this is for your benefit. And as God’s grace reaches more and more people, there will be great thanksgiving, and God will receive more and more glory. 16 That is why we never give up. Though our bodies are dying, our spirits are being renewed every day. 17 For our present troubles are small and won’t last very long. Yet they produce for us a glory that vastly outweighs them and will last forever! 18 So we don’t look at the troubles we can see now; rather, we fix our gaze on things that cannot be seen. For the things we see now will soon be gone, but the things we cannot see will last forever.  5:10 For we must all stand before Christ to be judged. We will each receive whatever we deserve for the good or evil we have done in this earthly body.
Pastor Dave’s Commentary – with appended devotional message

*Sermon Text - 2 Corinthians 4:8-11; 14-18; 5:10  (NLT)
4:8 We are pressed on every side by troubles, but we are not crushed. We are perplexed, but not driven to despair. 9 We are hunted down, but never abandoned by God. We get knocked down, but we are not destroyed.  10 Through suffering, our bodies continue to share in the death of Jesus so that the life of Jesus may also be seen in our bodies. 11 Yes, we live under constant danger of death because we serve Jesus, so that the life of Jesus will be evident in our dying bodies. 14 We know that God, who raised the Lord Jesus, will also raise us with Jesus and present us to himself together with you. 15 All of this is for your benefit. And as God’s grace reaches more and more people, there will be great thanksgiving, and God will receive more and more glory. 16 That is why we never give up. Though our bodies     are dying, our spirits 
are being renewed every day. 17 For our present troubles are small and won’t last very long. Yet they produce for us a glory that 
vastly outweighs them and will last forever! 18 So we don’t look at the troubles we can see now; rather, we fix our gaze on things that cannot be seen. For the things we see now will soon be gone, but the things we cannot see will last forever.  5:10 For we must all stand before Christ to be judged. We will each receive whatever we deserve for the good or evil we have done in this earthly body.
Hymn: “Be Still, My Soul” (FINLANDIA) 
(Page 347 Red Hymnal) Public Domain
Lidie Hornsby Edmunds | André Grétry | William James Kirkpatrick 
CCLI Song # 7106602   CCLI License # 2572107
Verse 1  Be still my soul the Lord is on thy side
Bear patiently the cross of grief or pain
Leave to thy God to order and provide
In ev’ry change He faithful will remain
Be still my soul thy best thy heav’nly Friend
Through thorny ways leads to a joyful end
Verse 2  Be still my soul thy God doth undertake
To guide the future as He has the past
Thy hope thy confidence let nothing shake
All now mysterious shall be bright at last
Be still my soul the waves and winds still know
His voice who ruled them while He dwelt below
Verse 3   Be still my soul the hour is hast'ning on
When we shall be forever with the Lord
When disappointment grief and fear are gone
Sorrow forgot love's purest joys restored
Be still my soul when change and tears are past
All safe and blessed we shall meet at last
     Link to Hymn “Be Still My Soul (Finlandia)”: (Pg. 347)
      https://youtu.be/3ciP1_jkPGw?t=3 
Hymn: “Day by Day (Blott En Dag)” (Page 56 Red Hymnal)
Andrew L. Skoog | Karolina Wilhelmina Sandell-Berg | Oskar Ahnfelt Public Domain
CCLI Song # 104479 CCLI License # 2572107
Verse 1 Day by day and with each passing moment
Strength I find to meet my trials here
Trusting in my Father's wise bestowment
I've no cause for worry or for fear
He whose heart is kind beyond all measure
Gives unto each day what He deems best
Lovingly its part of pain and pleasure
Mingling toil with peace and rest
Verse 2  Ev'ry day the Lord Himself is near me
With a special mercy for each hour
All my cares He fain would bear and cheer me
He whose name is Counselor and Pow'r
The protection of His child and treasure
Is a charge that on Himself He laid
As your days your strength shall be in measure
This the pledge to me He made
Verse 3  Help me then in ev'ry tribulation
So to trust Your promises O Lord
That I lose not faith's sweet consolation
Offered me within Your holy Word
Help me Lord when toil and trouble meeting
E'er to take as from a Father's hand
One by one the days the moments fleeting
Till I reach the Promised Land
Link for Hymn “Day by Day (Blott En Dag)”: (Pg. 56)
       https://youtu.be/C0lsH-ADSb4?t=2 
DEVOTIONALS: We encourage people to use daily devotionals. Free copies of “Our Daily Bread” are available that you may pick up or call us if you wish one sent to you. Pocket size (regular print) September, October, November devotionals and (large print) October, November, December devotionals are available on top of cabinet at front door entrance. 

History of hymn “Day by Day (Blott En Dag)”

   The waves of revival that swept the Scandinavian countries during the latter half of the nineteenth century were greatly influenced by the wealth of fine hymns which flowed from the pen of Lina Sandell. Born on October 3, 1832, in Sweden, Lina was a daughter of a pastor. When she was twenty-six years of age, she accompanied her father on a journey to Gothenburg, but tragedy occurred before the destination was reached. The ship gave a sudden lurch and Linas father fell overboard, and drowned before the eyes of his devoted daughter.

   Soon many songs began to flow out of her broken heart. Her songs reflect a simple child-like trust in Christ, and deep sense of His abiding presence in her life, including Day By Day.

During her lifetime, Lina wrote 650 hymns.  “Day by Day” is familiar to many English-speaking congregations.  Many people will also recognize the hymn that begins with the words, “Children of the Heavenly Father”—a hymn of quiet assurance.

   The hymn, “Day by Day,” offers that same kind of assurance.  It speaks of finding strength to face trials—and having no cause for worry or for fear.  It encourages us to live with the promise of “a special mercy for each hour” (v. 2).  It asks God’s help in tribulation—to trust God’s promises (v. 3)—”till I reach the promised land.”

   This sort of song readily becomes popular, because it provides comfort to people in distress.  That describes most of us at some time or another.  We need strength to meet the trials that we encounter.  We need the assurance that God is with us—and loves us—and will help us—even when our circumstances are grim.  We need to know that God will help us “till (we) reach the promised land.”  Those are the assurances that this hymn provides. When tragedy strikes, some people allow it to destroy them, but Lina’s faith saw her through the tragedy. Her grief gave her music a depth and sensitivity that had been missing earlier.

History of Hymn “Be Still, My Soul (Finlandia)”

  Little is known about the author of this hymn. Katharina Amalia Dorothea von Schlegel was born in 1697. The date of her death is unknown. As her name suggests, she may have come from an aristocratic family. Other than that she was connected with a small court at Köthen, north of Halle, in Germany, little is known of her life. Some hymnologists suggest that she may have become a Lutheran nun. We know her as the author of "Stille, mein Wille; dein Jesus hilft siegen" published in a collection entitles Neue  Sammlung  geistlicher 
History of Hymn “Be Still, My Soul (Finlandia)” (Continued)
Lieder (A new collection of spiritual songs) in 1752, one of several of her texts included there.

   This text appears at the time of German pietism, similar in spirit in many regards to the Wesleyan revival in England of the same era. Philipp Jacob Spener (1635-1705) led the German pietistic movement. Though not a hymn writer himself, he inspired a revival in German hymnody characterized by faithfulness to Scripture, personal experience, and deep emotional expression. Katharina von Schlegel is thought to be the leading female hymn writer of this period.

The hymn comes to us via a translation by Jane L. Borthwick (1813-1897), a member of the Free Church of Scotland. Borthwick was second only to Catherine Winkworth (1827-1878) in bringing the riches of German hymn heritage to the English language. Her translation included five of the original six stanzas, appearing in Hymns from the Land of Luther, second series (1855).

    The tune FINLANDIA complements this stirring poem wonderfully. The melody comes from a symphonic tone poem by Jean Sibelius (1865-1957) by the name of Finlandia, Op. 26. Sibelius wrote it as a patriotic offering in 1899 with a revision in 1900. This composition was performed as the final of seven pieces as the music to accompany a series of tableaus, each reflecting portions of Finnish history. Out of agitated and tumultuous opening music, symbolizing the struggles of the Finnish people, emerges the serenity of the hymn-like melody we know as FINLANDIA, symbolizing hope and resolution.

   The Peace Celebrations of 1899 provided the political backdrop for the composition as well as a subtle protest by the composer against the rising censorship from Russia felt in the nearby Scandinavian countries. The censorship was so intense that the composition could not be programmed publically under its formal title Finlandia, as the Russian Empire would deem that too patriotic. In order to please the Russian censors, other titles were devised such as "Happy Feelings at the Awakening of Finnish Spring."

   Finally, David Evans (1874-1948), a Welsh Oxford-trained organist-choirmaster and music professor, matched the translation with the tune for the Revised Church Hymnary (London, 1927). This pairing was brought to the United States when it was used in the Presbyterian Church, U.S.A. for The Hymnal (1933).
The Valleys Evangelical Covenant Church
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Weekly Devotional #42 
                 October 31, 2021                            “The Jesus Creed”


   
      
                    23rd Sunday after Pentecost

Take a minute or two for silent prayer to come before God.

Call To Worship:

L: Throughout all our lives God is with us.
P: Praise be to God for God’s mercy and love.
L: Even when we are faced with difficult decisions, God’s presence is near.
P: When we don’t know which way to go, God will guide and lead us.
L: Open your hearts today to God’s gently leading.
P: We open our lives to God, that we may faithfully serve God all our days. AMEN.
Invocation:

Lord, we gather here this day in praise and thanksgiving for all the wonderful things you have done for us. Help us to be faithful disciples in all that we think, do and say, that your great love may be revealed and offer healing to all people. AMEN.
Readings: *indicates sermon text
Old Testament: Ruth 1:1-18

Psalm: Psalm 146

New Testament: Hebrews 9:11-14
*Gospel: Mark 12:28-34
Meditation:

“The Jesus Creed”

One long established church had always been a very wealthy church. Its 300 members usually gave a combined annual offering of over one million dollars—because they could afford to. Over the years, however, the neighborhood around the beautiful old church began to change. Immigrants flocked to the area, changing the complexion of the community. Steel bars replaced welcome signs in store windows. Homeless people could be found wandering the sidewalks and streets. The changes made some members of this church very uncomfortable. They usually tried to avoid that part of town except on Sundays.

One Sunday, shortly after a young associate pastor had joined the church staff, the church members were gathered after the morning service for coffee and pastries. In the spring months they loved to gather in the flower garden outside the church, among its gazebos, fountains, and vine-covered arches. As the elegantly dressed worshipers sipped coffee and chatted in the garden, a homeless man shuffled in off the street. He entered through the garden gate without looking at anyone. But all eyes were certainly on him. He quietly walked over to the table where a spread of expensive pastries was displayed on silver trays. He picked up one of the pastries and bit into it, keeping his eyes closed. Then he reached for a second pastry and placed it into his coat pocket. Moving slowly and trying not to be noticed, he placed another into the same pocket. The garden buzzed with whispers. 
Finally one of the deacons walked over to the new pastor and said, “Well, do something!” Still feeling a little awkward in his new position, the young minister handed his coffee cup to the deacon, walked over to the table, and stood next to the homeless man. He reached under the table, where the empty pastry boxes had been stored. Then he picked up one of the silver trays loaded with pastries and emptied them into a box. He did the same with a second tray of expensive goodies. Then he closed the lids on the boxes and held them out to the homeless man.

“We’re here every Sunday,” the pastor said. The man smiled at the pastor, cradled the boxes in his arms, and shuffled quietly out of the garden and down the street. The minister returned to his coffee cup, smiled at the deacon holding it, and said, “That’s what you meant when you said, ‘Do something,’ wasn’t it?”

Today’s text in Mark spells out the Jesus Creed. Jesus has entered Jerusalem during the week of Passover. The crowds welcomed him into the city as Messiah. He is at the height of his popularity with the people, and growing in almost equal contempt from the religious leaders of the temple. As Jesus teaches his disciples and other onlookers, the Pharisees and scribes continually question him in an effort to trip him up in some theological controversy. 

At the heart of the Jewish faith are the Laws of Moses. There are over 600 of them designed to instruct the people of Israel how they were to live in relationship to God and each other and the rest of the world. Laws from how to perform sacrifices, to holy observances, what to eat and not eat, taking care of the widows and orphans, and most importantly, how to worship God. And the Jewish people, wanting to make sure that they didn’t accidentally violate any of these laws, had their rabbis write tomes that would spell out in detail how to keep the different laws. Of course this lead to different interpretations of those laws and many debates about which ones were the most important. All that is except what is known as the Shema: “Hear Oh Israel, the Lord your God, the Lord is one!” 
This is the core of what God asked Moses to teach the people of Israel in the book of Deuteronomy. This statement grounds all of the commandments in this one central declaration. 

The next statement is meant to be a response. Because the Lord your God is one, you shall love him with your whole being. Not one part of who you are is excused from worshipping God. It is inclusive and total in its scope. Every Jewish person was brought up knowing the Shema, and it formed a kind of creed for him or her. It was a both a statement of belief, and a guide to understanding the rest of the Law. When I studied Hebrew in seminary we even had to memorize the opening statement in Hebrew, just to get a sense of the power of this phrase. 

When Jesus is questioned by the scribe, who was a temple lawyer, as to which is the greatest commandment, Jesus responds as a good observant Jew would with the Shema. And then Jesus does what he does time and time again. He interprets one scripture with another. He doesn’t let the Shema stand on its own, but he adds a quote from Leviticus, “and you shall love your neighbor as yourself.” Jesus puts loving your neighbor on the same level of importance as loving God. One is not separate from the other for Jesus. 

Most people don’t have too hard a time understanding what it must mean to love God with everything you are. The hard part is actually doing it. But many of us have a harder time understanding what is meant by loving our neighbor as ourselves, especially if you’re a person who struggles with low self-esteem. In a similar scene in Luke’s gospel, it is the scribe who responds to Jesus’ question about the greatest commandment. But the scribe isn’t so altruistic in Luke’s account. He wants Jesus to define just who is his neighbor so he could see how much he could get away with. 

So Jesus tells what has become known as the parable of the Good Samaritan. We are introduced to a man who was traveling from Jerusalem to Jericho. We don’t know much about this person other than he is a male. We don’t know his ethnicity, his social rank, what he does for a living, his age or marital status, or anything other than he is a crime victim. Jesus’ audience probably assumed he was a fellow Jew. 

The first person to come along after this crime is a priest. The nature of the role of a priest carries an expectation of someone who is concerned for others. After all, he is supposed to stand in the important place of mediating between other people and God. One would assume he is, by nature, a good person. But for some reason unknown to us, he passes by the wounded man. Some have speculated that he did this to maintain his status as being ceremonially clean. By coming in contact with blood, or the dying, he could have made himself ‘unclean.’ He seems to be more concerned about his religious position than for the needs of another. 

The next person to come along is a Levite. Levites were those Jews who were descendants of Levi. They were the tribe that was set apart to serve God and the people of Israel in the temple. Again, Jesus uses a person for his illustration that brings up certain assumptions of behavior by this person, and we are left thinking that he is basically a good person. But for some reason, the Levite also avoids contact with the wounded man. 

Jesus then introduces the Samaritan. To say that Samaritans and Jews did not get along would be something of an understatement. Samaritans came from a group of people that occupied the Northern Kingdom of Israel after the Assyrian conquest in 722 B.C. The people that came in after this conquest brought their own religions and gods into the area, and began to intermarry with those Israelites who did not go with those who were deported. Over time, the Samaritans developed as people who were mixed raced, worshiped other gods, but also worshipped Yahweh, and basically created their own religion and culture that the Jews in Jesus’ time saw as something of an abomination. On top of that, the Samaritans held a long grudge against the Jews for what they considered a snub. When the temple was being rebuilt after the Babylonian conquest of the southern kingdom of Judah, the Samaritans offered to help rebuild the temple with the Jews. The Jews refused their offer because of their mixed religious beliefs and practices. The Samaritans were offended and the tension between the Jews and Samaritans only grew. 

Jesus tells his listeners that it is a Samaritan that stops and helps the fallen man, a fellow Jew, and one with whom they could readily identify. It is the Samaritan who cleans the man up and tends to his wounds. It is the Samaritan that clothes the man. It is the Samaritan who brings the man to a place where he can be nursed back to health and sees to the financial costs involved in making that happen. And as the scribe rightly observes, it is the Samaritan who reveals how Jesus defines loving a neighbor, and just who is our neighbor.

Love your neighbor as yourself. Do unto others, as you would have them do unto you. We come and go from church week after week, year after year hearing these words, but do we pursue doing these things as much as we try to love God with our whole being? I have to admit that this is an area where sometimes I fall short. Some people are easier to love than others. Some require little effort to care for on my part; while there are those I’d rather not have to love. Thank God for grace. 

Grace comes in where our own efforts fall short. I believe that the grace that comes for us to love our neighbor is a direct result of the depth of love we participate in with Jesus. Loving our neighbor is only truly possible when we fully experience the depth of Christ’s love for us; love that forgave us while we were still sinners. Love that from the cross was able to say, “father, forgive them, they don’t know what they’re doing.” It’s a love that asks us to turn the other cheek to someone who hits us on the other because that’s what Jesus did on our behalf. 

Miss Thompson was a schoolteacher who every year would say to her students, “Boys and girls, I love you all the same. I have no favorites.” Of course, she wasn’t being completely truthful. Teachers do have favorites and, what’s worse, most teachers have students that they simply don’t like.

Teddy Stallard was a boy that Miss Thompson simply didn’t like, and for good reason. He didn’t seem interested in school. He wore a deadpan, blank expression on his face, and his eyes were glassy and unfocused. When she spoke to Teddy, he merely shrugged his shoulders. His clothes were mussed and his hair unkempt. He wasn’t an attractive boy, and he certainly wasn’t likable. Whenever she marked Teddy’s papers, she got a certain perverse pleasure out of putting X’s next to the wrong answers. When she put the F’s at the top of the papers, she did it with flair. She should have known better; she had Teddy’s records, and she knew more about him than she wanted to admit. The records read: 

1st Grade: Teddy shows promise with his work and attitude, but poor home situation.

2nd Grade: Teddy could do better. Mother is seriously ill. He receives little help at home.

3rd Grade: Teddy is a good boy, but too serious. He is a slow learner. His mother died this year.

4th Grade: Teddy is very slow, but well behaved. His father shows no interest.

At Christmas, the boys and girls in Miss Thompson’s class brought her presents, piled them on her desk, and crowded around to watch her open them. Among the presents was one from Teddy Stallard. She was surprised that he had brought her a gift. Teddy’s gift was wrapped in brown paper and held together with Scotch tape. On the paper were written the simple words, “For Miss Thompson. From Teddy.” When she opened Teddy’s present, out fell a gaudy rhinestone bracelet, with half the stones missing, and a bottle of cheap perfume. The other boys and girls began to giggle and smirk over Teddy’s gifts, but Miss Thompson at least had enough sense to silence them by immediately putting on the bracelet and dotting some of the perfume on her wrist. Holding her wrist up for the other children to smell, she said, “Doesn’t it smell lovely?” The other children, taking their cue from the teacher, readily agreed with “oohs” and “ahs.”

When school was over and the other children had left, Teddy lingered behind. He slowly came over to her desk and said softly, “Miss Thompson? Miss Thompson, you smell just like my mother…and her bracelet looks real pretty on you too. I’m glad you liked my presents.” When Teddy left, Miss Thompson got down on her knees and asked God to forgive her.

The next day when the children came to school, they were welcomed by a new teacher. Miss Thompson had become a different person. She was no longer just a teacher; she had become an agent of God, committed to loving her children and doing things for them that would live on after her. She helped all the children, but especially the slow ones, and especially Teddy Stallard. By the end of that school year, Teddy showed dramatic improvement. He caught up with most of the students and was even ahead of some.

Once the school year ended, Miss Thompson didn’t hear from Teddy for a long time. 

Then one day she received a note that read: Dear Miss Thompson, I wanted you to be the first to know. I will be graduating second in my class.

Love, Teddy Stallard. 

Four years later, another note came: Dear Miss Thompson, They just told me I will be graduating first in my class. I wanted you to be the first to know. The university has not been easy, but I have had a good four years. Love, Teddy Stallard.
And, four years later: Dear Miss Thompson, As of today, I am Theodore Stallard, M.D. How about that? I wanted you to be the first to know. I am getting married next month, the twenty-seventh to be exact. I want you to come and sit where my mother would sit if she were alive. You are the only family I have now. Dad died last year. Love, Teddy Stallard. 

Miss Thompson went to that wedding and sat where Teddy’s mother would have sat. She deserved to be there; she had done something for Teddy that he could never forget.

Loving God, and loving others; the Jesus Creed. May we be transformed by the love of God through Jesus Christ, and may we in turn, be agents of God’s love towards others. Amen. 

Prayers with the Lord’s Prayer: (sins; sinned)

Lord, we have a tendency to wander in wildernesses of our own creating. When opportunities to serve you and to make commitments to your service are given, we consult our calendars to see if there is anything else we have to do. We place our needs and our schedules before our service to you. Help us to reorder our priorities. Help us to look again at the wonderful opportunities you give us to be of service to you by working with others; reaching out to heal and help. 
[Silent Prayer for friends and loved ones, and community and world concerns)
Bring us to the light of your love once again. Heal our wounded souls. Let us love you truly with our whole heart, soul, mind, and strength. Give us courage and persistence as disciples that your great love and glory may shine through our deeds of lovingkindness. In Jesus’ Name, we pray. AMEN.
[The Lord’s Prayer].

Benediction: 

And now may the Lord bless you and keep you. May the Lord make his face shine upon you, and be gracious to you. May the Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and grant you his peace, now and forever more. Amen.  

Close with silent prayer for a minute or two. 
