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April 26, 2020 
 
Scripture: Psalm 116:1-4, 12-19  What Shall I Return to the Lord? 
Theme: Hopeful 
 
From Despair to Hope 
 
Opening prayer (read together or by one person) – 2 minutes: 
 
Gracious God, help us to know that your Spirit is with us as we read and study and reflect 
together. May our conversation lead us ever more deeply into hopefulness as we rejoice in 
what you have done for us. May our lives be ever more generous as we give out of gratitude to 
you. In Christ’s name we pray, Amen.  
 
Sharing by mutual invitation – 5 minutes: What does “hopeful” mean to you?  
 
Read aloud – 3 minutes: Psalm 116:1-4, 12-19 (These verses are selected for the Lectionary 
reading, but you might consider reading the Psalm in its entirety.) 
 
Sharing by mutual invitation – 5-10 minutes: What word or phrase in this text caught your eye 
and why? 
 
Re-read aloud – 1 minute: Psalm 116:1-4, 12-19  
 
The Text in Context – 7 minutes 
 
Walter Bruggemann, in his book The Spirituality of the Psalms24, suggests that for the most 
part, we humans find ourselves in one of three states of being: Orientation, disorientation, or 
reorientation. When we are in a state of orientation, things in our life mostly make sense, we 
know where we are and who we are, and things are going along as we expect. But then 
something happens –a death, a tragedy, a transition—and we find ourselves disoriented, we 
can’t find our way, and things don’t make sense anymore. And then, always, we reorient 
ourselves to whatever new reality is there. We find our footing again. The Psalms reflect this 
reality, and Psalm 116 is a good example.  

 
The writer doesn’t specify what specific suffering was endured; perhaps an illness, perhaps an 
economic hardship, perhaps a heartbreak. But even across the centuries we can recognize pain 
and anguish, the despair, in the first few verses of the Psalm, as the writer cries out to God. This 
is the disorientation. The world has turned upside down. Then—in the verses skipped over by 
the lectionary passage—we hear what God has done: “You have delivered my soul from death, 
my eyes from tears, my feet from stumbling”. (v. 6)  

                                                       
24 Walter Brueggemann, Spirituality of the Psalms (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2002). 
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Now, nothing will be the same again. The final verses of the Psalm reflect the reorientation, as 
the writer finds new ways of living as a result of what has happened. The orientation has 
shifted: now, life is oriented toward God. “I will offer to you a thanksgiving sacrifice and call on 
the name of the Lord…” (v. 17).  

 
Psalm 116 follows a familiar pattern of testimony: the writer expresses love for God, describes 
how God saved in a difficult and despairing time, and responds to that salvation with an 
offering of gratitude. This pattern repeats itself throughout many Psalms; you might take some 
time to skim through the pages of the Psalms to find similar testimonies. Often, these Psalms 
use language of sinking down—down into the depths of despair, down into Sheol, down into 
the snares of death. “When I was brought low,” the author writes in verse 6, “[God] saved me.” 
Then, the language shifts to hope as the writer looks to the future, and an upward movement 
fills the end of the Psalm: “I will lift up the cup of salvation.” There is a joyfulness in the last few 
verses that reflect gratitude and hope. 
 
It is also significant that the writer promises to “pay my vows to the Lord in the presence of all 
[God’s] people.” Testimony is a public act, not a private one. Salvation and gratitude are 
communal activities. The community provides space and opportunity for the truth-teller to tell 
the story of what has happened, to make sense of reoriented life, and to help keep accountable 
to the promises made in response.  
 
Finally, we should note an important distinction about the response of the writer regarding  
reorienting life to God. In verse 12, the question is asked, “What shall I return to the Lord for all 
his bounty to me?” The writer answers the question in v. 17: “I will offer to you a thanksgiving 
sacrifice.” The offering is made out of thanksgiving, of gratitude for what God has done. Gifts 
back to God are not about paying God back, paying a debt, or paying a bill come due. The 
writer’s gifts are not offered out of obligation, but out of gratitude for the new hope found in 
reoriented life.  
 
The Text in Our Context – 5 minutes 
 
There’s a famous scene in the second season of the great TV drama The West Wing, in which 
Josh Lyman is really struggling with some deep and lasting pain in his life. His boss and friend, 
Leo—who has faced his own demons—tells him this story: 

 
“This guy's walking down a street, when he falls in a hole. The walls are so steep, he can't get 
out. A doctor passes by, and the guy shouts up, "Hey you! Can you help me out?" The doctor 
writes him a prescription, throws it down the hole and moves on. Then a priest comes along 
and the guy shouts up "Father, I'm down in this hole, can you help me out?" The priest writes 
out a prayer, throws it down in the hole and moves on. Then a friend walks by. "Hey Joe, it's 
me, can you help me out?" And the friend jumps in the hole! Our guy says, "Are you stupid?  
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Now we're both down here!" and the friend says, "Yeah, but I've been down here before, and I 
know the way out."25 
 
In many ways, the act of testimony such as we see enacted in Psalm 116 and reflected in Leo’s 
story is an act of generosity. When we open up about the struggles we’ve faced—the holes 
we’ve fallen into—we give others the gift of knowing that they are not alone. We invite them to 
reflect on their own lives, to consider how they’ve been disoriented and reoriented, and how 
they might respond.  
  
You might consider how to include acts of testimony in the worship life of your congregation if 
you don’t already do so. Inviting people to share their experience of disorientation and 
reorientation can be a powerful expression of faith. This can be particularly powerful when 
coupled with conversations about giving and stewardship, as people consider how the gifts they 
offer are expressions of their gratitude for what God has done.   

 
This is the work of the church: to share our stories, make sense of our lives, and rejoice at the 
ways God has turned our despair into hope. Then, in response, we give generously—our  
resources and our story—not because we are obligated, but because we are grateful. We give 
not because we have a debt to pay, but because we have been down in the hole before and we 
know the way out.  
 
Reflecting on the Text – 20 minutes (use mutual invitation) 
 

● Can you think of other Psalms or other stories from scripture that reflect the same 
pattern of testimony found in Psalm 116?  

● Do you have a story about how God saved you? What testimony would you give? 
● In what ways has your life been “reoriented?” What is different? 
● Who is your community that holds you accountable to the promises you’ve made? 
● When you think about your financial giving, are there some gifts you make out of 

obligation? Are there some made out of gratitude? 
 
Closing Prayer – 1 minute 
 
God of new life, thank you for leading us from despair into hope. Thank you for reorienting us 
toward you. We pray that we will respond to all that you have done for us with gratitude and 
praise. With joy we pray in the name of your son, Jesus Christ. Amen.  
 
 
 
 

                                                       
25 The West Wing, “Noel” Season 2, episode 10. https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0745664/characters/nm0817983 

https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0745664/characters/nm0817983
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May 3, 2020 
 
Scripture:  Acts 2:42-47  They held all things in common 
Theme: Loving 
 
Day by Day 
 
Opening prayer (read together or by one person) – 2 minutes: 
 
Good and holy God, may your presence be felt among us as we read these ancient texts 
together. Inspire us to see your word reflected in our lives. Guide us as we seek to create a 
more loving community together. In Christ’s name we pray. Amen. 
 
Sharing by mutual invitation – 5 minutes: What does “loving” mean to you?  
 
Read aloud – 3 minutes: Acts 2:42-47 
 
Sharing by mutual invitation – 5-10 minutes: What word or phrase in this text caught your eye 
and why? 
 
Re-read aloud – 1 minute: Acts 2:42-47 
 
The Text in Context – 7 minutes 
 
Liturgically, this text falls slightly out of order, showing up in the Lectionary as it does shortly 
after Easter. The timing of the reading does make sense: this is a picture of the church in its 
earliest days, in the midst of the transition from what Marcus Borg calls the “pre-Easter Jesus” 
to the “post-Easter Jesus,” so it’s understandable that we read it in the weeks right after the we 
celebrate resurrection. 
 
But the text in Acts actually comes right after the Pentecost story, which doesn’t show up in the 
lectionary for another several weeks. I’ve often wondered what it would be like to read it then, 
the week after we hear about the tongues of fire and the rush of mighty wind that births the 
church into being. After that dramatic beginning, this short passage from Acts that gives us a 
glimpse of the week-in, week-out life of the church would surely highlight the transition from 
the High Holy Day of Pentecost to the routine and rhythm of Ordinary Time.  
  
Luke, the presumed author of the book of Acts, describes a community of believers who are 
learning how to live as followers of Jesus. Note the activity of this community: They studied the 
teaching of the apostles. They held all things in common. They sold what they had and shared 
it. They spent time in the temple. They broke bread at home. They were glad and generous and 
they praised God. This is the work of the church in Ordinary Time: to gather, to share, to break 
bread, pray, listen to scripture, care for those who have need. 
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Whether it is read after Easter or after Pentecost, this passage challenges us to consider what 
the church looks like, how followers of Jesus are called to live, and what it means to live in 
community. Note verse 42, which describes the commitment of these new believers: “They 
devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship,”  to the koinonia, or the 
community. They were devoted to the community itself.   

 
For these earliest believers, life had changed. Their encounter with the story of Jesus meant 
that their lives did not, could not, go on the same as before. Living in community requires 
something of us, something that will change us and ask us to change.  

 
Pointing out another characteristic of this community life, Biblical scholar Mitzi Smith notes that 
right before this description of the early church, the believers are promised the gift of the Holy 
Spirit. (v. 38) Smith writes, “The appropriate response to God’s promise is active expectation 
that God will continue to do what God promised.”26 The picture of the early church gathered to 
worship and share is a picture of what it looks like to live in “active expectation” that God will 
fulfill God’s promises. 

 
Realistic or not, Luke describes a church living in Ordinary Time. Having received the good news 
of the resurrection and the promise of Pentecost, the church settles down to daily life together. 
It is a life of mutual commitment and dedication to the community itself. It is marked by a 
recognition that the needs of the whole are greater than the needs of the individual. Day by 
day, with glad and generous hearts, the church continues its work.      
 
The Text in Our Context – 5 minutes 
 
This text is a tricky one to take seriously in twenty-first century America. This idyllic picture of 
the early church seems almost too good to be true, and certainly only something that could 
happen in “Bible Times,” not in our own time. It’s hard to imagine a church community where 
everyone sells everything they have and holds all things in common. It’s easy to dismiss this 
story as quaint, naive, and irrelevant, a not-quite-accurate memory of the good old days that 
doesn’t have much to do with us. 
  
But what if this story is told not as prescriptive of what we should do, but descriptive of the sort 
of life God invites us into? Perhaps God is inviting us into a life lived in community, in which our 
individual needs are not as important as the needs of the group as a whole. Perhaps God is 
inviting us into a life of faith, in which we put our trust in the community to care of one 
another, rather than insisting we can do it all ourselves. Perhaps God is inviting us into a life of 
love, in which we are asked to give of ourselves to make the community stronger.  
 

                                                       
26 Mitzi J. Smith, Working Preacher. https://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=895 
Accessed March 12, 2020. 

https://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=895
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This text is also complicated when it comes to thinking about generosity and stewardship. 
Should we look to these five verses in Acts as a model for how to structure the financial life of 
our churches? Should we sell everything we have? Should we pool all our resources and share 
with any who have need?  
 
Well, maybe so. Perhaps we won’t be asking our church members to sell all their possessions 
(and in any event, there’s little evidence in the rest of the book of Acts that this sort of 
complete communitarianism was the norm in the early church beyond this short description). 
But don’t we already do this to some extent? Each of us gives some of what we have—time, 
talent, and treasure—and the church is able to do its work: the lights stay on, the preacher gets 
paid, mission projects are funded. After all, living in community as followers of Jesus requires 
something of us. If we are committed to the community, as were those earliest believers, 
standing by and hoping others pay the way doesn’t cut it.  
 
The church in Ordinary Time, both in first century Palestine, gives us a glimpse of the life into 
which God invites us: it is a life of challenge, commitment, community, grace, and love.  
  
Reflecting on the Text – 20 minutes (use mutual invitation) 
 

● Describe a community you have been part of that has been meaningful or worked well. 
What were the characteristics of the community? What made it work?  

● What makes for a loving community?  
● What kind of commitments does Christianity demand of you? 
● In what ways is your church community like the one described in Acts? In what ways is it 

not?  In what ways does your community practice mutual commitment? In what ways 
does your community “anticipate the promises of God?” 

● How does this text speak to you as you consider your practice of financial stewardship? 
 
Closing Prayer – 1 minute 
 
Dear God, thank you for the gift of community. As we gather together, we pray that you will 
challenge us to always be more loving. Help us to put the needs of others before our own. Help 
us to live with glad and generous hearts. We are grateful. Amen.  
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June 7, 2020 
 
Scripture:  Genesis 1:1-2:4a  God proclaimed it all very good 
Theme: Loving 
 
It’s All God’s 
 
Opening prayer (read together or by one person) – 2 minutes: 
 
God of all creation, hear us as we pray. We give you thanks for creating us and for breathing life 
into this beautiful world. As we read these ancient words together today, we pray that your 
Spirit will breathe new life into us even now. In Christ’s name we pray. Amen.  
 
Sharing by mutual invitation – 5 minutes: What does “loving” mean to you?  
 
Read aloud – 3 minutes: Genesis 1:1-2:4a 
 
Sharing by mutual invitation – 5-10 minutes: What word or phrase in this text caught your eye 
and why? 
 
Re-read aloud – 1 minute: Genesis 1:1-2:4a 
 
The Text in Context – 7 minutes 
 
It begins with a poem. A breath of God sweeping over the deep. A song, of sorts. The creation 
story in the first chapter of Genesis is generally understood to be an ancient poem read in 
worship—maybe a hymn—that worshipers would have sung to remind themselves and their 
community of the sovereignty of the God who had created them. Invite a group of people to 
read this text aloud, a verse at a time, and the lyrical nature comes to life; we can see how it 
might be put to music, sung by a choir and a congregation, the action of each day making up 
each verse, with a repeated refrain in between. 

 
This text often sparks debates about religion vs. science, with creationists insisting that this is a 
literal description of how the world was made. Religious people who also believe in science 
then sometimes attempt to squeeze these verses into some kind of scientific explanation: 
perhaps each “day” was actually several million years? But these sorts of arguments are coming 
at the text from the wrong angle to begin with. The text that begins our holy scriptures asks the 
questions: where did we come from? who are we? and who is God? And for those sorts of 
questions, we need art. Genesis 1 is neither science, or history; it’s poetry and song.  

 
Notice that everything has a companion or a counterpart; nothing is alone. There is day and 
night, moon and sun, sky and waters, earth and seas, plants and creatures, and finally humans, 
more than one, in the image of God. It begins with a poem, a breath, a song in which everything  
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is in balance with each other. That’s the truth in this song: that creation is a noisy, messy, 
beautiful melody that depends on the interdependent relationship of all the various parts. In 
the messy, noisy beauty of creation, we’re all in this together. 
 
Notice also how many times God declares creation good. You might go back to the text and 
read only those lines aloud: “And God saw that it was good.” What does such affirmation 
mean? For the ancient worshipers singing this song together, perhaps it was a reminder they 
needed to hear. For of course, creation does not always feel very good. A pretty sunset or an 
early spring flower is one thing, but from the annoyance of a mosquito bite to the devastation 
of a hurricane, creation can be downright bad. It’s good to have the reminder that the goodness 
of creation was woven right in from the very beginning. 
 
The first chapter of Genesis is also significant for something not immediately clear from the 
words in the text. Scholar Roger Nam points out that in the ancient Near East, many other 
cultures also had creation stories that attempted to explain their origins.27 But the Genesis 
story was different in that the God of Genesis was different from all the other gods that 
appeared in the other culture’s creation stories. In Genesis, there is only one God, and that God 
creates all of and rules over all of creation. The creation story found in Genesis presents a 
radical alternative that then calls the people to a radically different way of life.   

 
 This ancient hymn, then, carries three important truths: God is different from all the other 
gods. Creation is good. And we’re all in this together.  
 
The Text in Our Context – 5 minutes 
 
I have a liturgical vestment I wear when I’m leading worship that was made by a dear friend and 
church member years ago. When she told me she was going to make it for me, she asked for an 
inspiration scripture, and I suggested this passage from Genesis, which has always been one of 
my favorites. She took the suggestion to heart, and created a beautiful depiction of the story 
made out of fabric, each day of creation a different fabric panel. She used a dark blue to create 
the waters, and a print of a sunrise to show the light. Farther up, a panel of green represents all 
the growing plants, and an animal print shows all the creeping, crawling things and the birds of 
the air.  

 
The vestment is so lovingly made that when I wear it, I feel the love of the dear friend who 
made it. I also feel the love that God poured into creation itself, the delight God had when God 
looked at all that had been made and declared it good.  
 

 

                                                       
27 Roger Nam, Working Preacher https://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=2096 
Accessed March 15, 2020 

https://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=2096
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The three truths named above—that creation is good, that God offers an alternative to the 
other gods, that we’re all in this together—have important implications for conversations 
around stewardship and generosity. So does the love with which God created the world. If God 
lovingly created the world and declared it good, then perhaps we can begin to see ourselves as 
part of that good creation, loved by God, and we can begin to see the rest of creation—
including the other people we share this creation with—as good and loved by God as well. And 
if we believe that we are all in this messy, noisy, beautiful creation together, then it matters 
how well we take care of each other. And finally, if God is calling us to a radically different way 
of life, then we have to stop following the small-g gods that tell us we should hang on so tightly 
to everything we have.  

 
When we give, we are not giving back to God. If we understand that everything we have—even 
everything we are, everything that is—was lovingly created by God, then perhaps we can 
understand that nothing was ever ours to begin with. It was always God’s.  
 
Reflecting on the Text – 20 minutes (use mutual invitation) 
 

● Why do you think there are so many affirmations of creation’s goodness in this first 
chapter of Genesis? What does it mean to you to say that creation is good?  

● What do you think of the interpretation that the creation story insists we are all in this 
together? What does that mean for how we live? 

● In what ways does God offer a radical alternative to the other “gods” of our world?  
● We often talk about stewardship of the earth when we talk about the creation story. 

How does stewardship of the earth connect to stewardship of our financial resources?  
 
Closing Prayer – 1 minute 
 
Loving and generous creator God, hear our prayers. We give you thanks for the beautiful gift of 
life and for the opportunity to be together in your presence. We pray that you will make us ever 
mindful of the goodness of creation. Remind us that all of this is yours. Make us ever more 
generous and more grateful. With thanksgiving, we pray. Amen.  
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July 26, 2020 
 
Scripture:  Romans 8:26-29 Nothing Can Separate Us from the Love of God  
Theme: Hopeful 
 
Nothing 
 
Opening prayer (read together) – 1 minute: 
 
Loving God, nothing can separate us from you. No time or place or language or existence can 
take us out of your steadfast love. Wherever we find ourselves, you are the one who loves us 
unconditionally and unfailingly. You have given us so much. Help us to trust you with all we love, 
all we are, and all we have. Amen. 
 
Sharing by mutual invitation – 10 minutes 
 
Everyone has had times in their lives when it seems as if God has abandoned us. When have 
you felt separated from God? 
 
Read aloud Romans 8:26-29 – 3 minutes 
 
Sharing by mutual invitation – 5-10 minutes 
 
What word or phrase in this text caught your eye and why? 
 
Re-read aloud Romans 8:26-29 – 1 minute 
  
The Text in Context – 4 minutes 
 
An earlier study (March 15) described in detail the life experiences of first-century believers in 
Rome. Here is a summary of the context: 
 

• Paul sent the letter to the Roman believers to let the community know he would be 
making his first visit to them soon; 

• Unlike today, Rome was not a friendly place for Christians; 
• This letter was a message of hope to those living through difficult times. 

 
The term difficult times may be an understatement. The early followers of Jesus had difficulty 
throughout the Roman Empire; it was probably the worst in Rome.  
 
Followers of the Way (as the early believers referred to themselves) became a major presence 
in Rome by the late 40s CE. Since these believers—along with their Jewish siblings—were not  
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polytheistic (worshipping multiple gods), they did not participate in the Imperial Cult, also 
known as emperor worship. Emperor Claudius had definite problems with the fact that this  
growing group would not worship him as a god. That prompted Claudius to ban all Jews from 
Rome around 49 CE. Since the Roman Empire considered Jesus’ followers to be a sect of  
Judaism, they were expelled as well. Luke references this expulsion in Acts 18:1-2a: “After this 
Paul left Athens and went to Corinth. There he found a Jew named Aquila, a native of Pontus, 
who had recently come from Italy with his wife Priscilla, because Claudius had ordered all Jews 
to leave Rome.” This expulsion lasted until Claudius’ death around 54 CE. Paul’s letter “To all 
God’s beloved in Rome” (Rom 1:7a) was written between 55 CE and 58 CE, shortly after Jews 
and Followers of the Way were allowed back into the capital city.  
 
Just because they were allowed to return didn’t mean things were easy for God’s beloved. 
Around 30 CE the Roman Senate went against the wishes of Emperor Tiberius and pronounced 
Christianity (a derogatory name given to the believers) as an “illegal superstition,” making it a 
crime under Roman law. Although Tiberius ordered Roman officials to not interfere with this 
“sect,” the believers still dealt with religious hatred. Unless you were a Roman citizen, you 
could face a variety of persecutions. Your home or property could be taken from you. You could 
be forced to work for no pay. You could be beaten or imprisoned for just being a believer. Even 
though the major persecution of Christians didn’t begin until after 64 CE, it was still hard to be a 
believer in Rome.  
 
Discussion break – 5 minutes (sharing by mutual invitation) 
 
Have you ever felt persecuted for your faith? If not, have you ever known someone who has?  
 
The Text in Context (continued) – 4 minutes 
 
During this time in history, a common belief was that when something bad happened to 
someone, it must be because they had offended their god or their god had turned its back on 
the person. This idea had been around for centuries: good things meant you pleased the gods; 
bad things meant you hadn’t. This concept was not limited to polytheistic religions. After Job 
lost his cattle, lost his children, and sores broke out on his body from head to toe, three of his 
friends come to comfort him. What they really did was spend much of their time trying to get 
Job to admit he had done something wrong. Eliphaz the Temanite puts it this way in Job 4:7-9: 
7 “Think now, who that was innocent ever perished? 
    Or where were the upright cut off? 
8 As I have seen, those who plow iniquity 
    and sow trouble reap the same. 
9 By the breath of God they perish, 
    and by the blast of his anger they are consumed.”  
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In other words, Job must have done something wrong (sinned) to have all these bad things 
happen to him in a short period of time. By Jesus’ time, that mindset still existed among the 
Jewish community, even among those who walked closely with Jesus: “As [Jesus] walked along, 
he saw a man blind from birth. His disciples asked him, ‘Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his 
parents, that he was born blind?’” (Jn 9:1-2) 
 
Those outside the community looking at the believers in Rome surmised that the only reason 
why these people faced such persecution was because they did something wrong that angered 
their God. There was no other explanation for why the Followers of the Way were being treated 
in such a horrible fashion. They angered their God, so their God must have abandoned them. 
For people who believed in the resurrection of Jesus Christ, it still had to hurt hearing this over 
and over again from family, friends, and even the government. Your God has abandoned you. 
Your God has abandoned you. Your God has abandoned you!  
 
Earlier in the letter, Paul told God’s beloved in Rome that “all have sinned and fall short of the 
glory of God” (Romans 3:23b). In chapter 8, Paul wants to make sure that they understand what 
this means: nothing can separate us from the love of God. Not hardship or distress. Not 
persecution or peril. Not famine or nakedness. Not even death. Nothing can separate us from 
God’s love. Rulers, angels, or other powers can’t separate us from God’s love. Neither what we 
do now nor what we do in the future can’t separate us from God’s love. Nothing can separate 
us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. Nothing! That’s a powerful message of hope 
for people living in what seems like a hopeless situation.  
 
The Text in Our Context – 6 minutes 
 
Studies have shown that hope has a powerful effect on those in difficult situations, especially 
serious or terminal illnesses. The 2019 film The Farewell is about a Chinese family that’s 
scattered around the globe. They gather together in Changchun, China to say goodbye to Nai 
Nai, the maternal head of the family. Nai Nai has been diagnosed with terminal lung cancer and 
given only a few months to live. The catch is that the family doesn’t want Nai Nai to know about 
the cancer. The gathering, therefore, is under the pretense of the wedding of Nai Nai’s 
grandson.  
 
This may seem strange or deceitful to those of us raised in European-influenced cultures. The 
movie shares that this is very common for Chinese culture. The Mandarin name of the movie is 
Bié Gàosù Tā, which is translated as “Don't Tell Her/Don't Let Her Know.” The reasoning behind 
not telling is that when someone knows they have terminal cancer it changes how they live. By 
not telling, the person has a more positive, hopeful life. Billi, Nai Nai’s Chinese American 
granddaughter (and clearly, her favorite grandchild), can’t understand this at first. She struggles 
in the movie between honoring what her family wants and doing what she wants. The message 
of the movie is that it is important to give people hope because hope can change the way 
someone views life.  
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For a Christian, that hope is knowing that nothing can separate you from the love of God in 
Christ Jesus, your Lord. That means it doesn’t matter what people think of you. It doesn’t 
matter what people do to you. It doesn’t matter what type of difficult situation you are going 
through. Nothing can separate you from the love of God. Sadly, too often Christians forget this 
fact. For example, when disasters strike, we may be tempted to assume that some sort of 
Divine retribution is at work and that sinners are justly being punished by an angry God.  This 
response fails to take into account the scale of destruction that impacts those who are simply in 
the wrong place at the wrong time. It also suggests the capricious and fickle nature of such 
Divine actions which wreak havoc in some places and not others which may be equally 
deserving of Divine wrath.   
 
We shouldn’t go to church for fear of what God will do to us if we don’t. We should go to 
church because we want to give God the praise for all God has done and we hope will continue 
to do. 
 
We shouldn’t tithe just because it was something mandated in the Old Testament, and we’ll be 
financially destitute if we don’t do it. We should tithe because God has provided generously for 
us (even if we are broke!) and we want to give back a portion of that generosity for the 
continued ministry of the church.  
 
We shouldn’t use the talents that God has given us because we think we will lose them if we 
don’t. We use our talents to uplift God’s children who need to hear a message of hope.  
Knowing that nothing can separate us from God means we stop acting like every bad thing that 
happens to us is because God is mad and has abandoned us. Knowing that nothing will cause 
God to turn against us means there is nothing to keep us from living in the hope of the present 
and the promise of the future.  
 
Reflecting on the Text – 25 minutes (use mutual invitation) 
 
Do you consider yourself a hopeful person? Why or why not? 
What is it like for you to spend time with someone who does not have hope? 
We are all human. This means that even when we know intellectually that nothing can separate 
us from the love of God, sometimes our emotions get in the way. How do you regain your hope 
when you feel a bit hopeless? 
 
Stewardship Challenge 
 
Being around someone who is lacking hope can drain our hope. Our natural reaction is to pull 
away from someone who feels hopeless. Make a commitment to not run away the next time 
you are around a hopeless person. While you are with them, see if there is any way you can lift 
their spirit by passing on some of your hope.  
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Closing Prayer – 1 minute 
 
Hear us, O God, as we share the prayers in our hearts today – those spoken aloud and those 
spoken silently in our hearts. When we don’t even have the words to pray, let us release our 
hopes, groans, and sighs to you. Help us to rest in your love, even when we feel separated from 
you. Help us to trust that you will always hold us in your loving hands, no matter the 
circumstances. Help us to remember that you will always hear the prayers of our hearts and our 
minds. And help us be a witness to others who need to be reminded of that as well. Amen. 
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Scripture:  Romans 12:9-21 Rejoice in Hope  
Theme: Hopeful 
 
Show Your Marks 
 
Opening prayer (read together) – 1 minute 

God of hope, we seek your guidance today. Teach us to love all those we meet. Lead us to offer 
help and hospitality to those who need it. Help us to weep with those who weep and rejoice 
with those who rejoice. We seek your direction and your inspiration to be stewards of hope and 
love wherever we go. Amen. 
 
Sharing by mutual invitation – 10 minutes 
 
What do you think are the signs of a good Christian? Share why you feel that way. 
 
Read aloud Romans 12:9-21 – 2 minutes 
  
Sharing by mutual invitation – 5-10 minutes 
 
What word or phrase in this text caught your eye and why? 
 
Re-read aloud Romans 12:9 – 1 minute 
  
The Text in Context – 4 minutes 
 
NOTE: Although Paul never referred to those he wrote to as Christians, to keep things clear, 
we’ll use that phrase for this study. It may seem a little strange how it is used as we will talk 
about Jewish Christians and Gentile Christians. 
 
Earlier studies (March 15 and July 26) shared what life was like for the believers in Rome. The 
social/political climate around them was clearly a harsh one for these believers who before 49 
CE were considered by the Roman Empire as a Jewish sect. Many of the Christians in Rome 
were culturally Jews. That is understandable since the good news of Jesus Christ was first 
proclaimed by Jews to Jews. For that reason, the early house churches would have felt 
culturally Jewish. Not all the Followers of the Way were Jews, however. The gatherings in these 
homes were not limited to Jewish believers, but that cultural influence would have been 
experienced by the Gentiles. 
 
When Emperor Claudius expelled the Jews from Rome in 49 CE, Jewish Christians were forced 
to leave as well. Gentile Christians, however, could stay in Rome. For five years, the Gentile 
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Christians continued to gather together in homes, worshipping God without the influences of 
their Jewish Christian siblings. The number of believers didn’t stop growing during those five 
years. The Gentile Christians continued to proclaim the gospel to those around them, the non-  
Christian Gentiles who remained in the city. 
 
When Claudius died in 54 CE, the edict that kept Jews out of Rome lapsed. Slowly Jews began to 
make their way back to Rome. Jewish Christians returning to the house churches that they had 
left would have found them greatly changed. The house churches were filled with more 
Gentiles than Jews, which meant they were culturally more Gentile than Jewish. The Jewish 
Christians probably felt as if their home church was gone. To add to the feeling of loss, there 
are historical indications that the reason for the expulsion of Jews in 49 CE was because of 
disturbances between non-Christian Jews and Jewish Christians. When all of them returned in 
54 CE, the non-Christian Jews chose to distance themselves from Jewish Christians. They 
thought that if they didn’t have any disturbances with the Jewish Christians, they could avoid 
another expulsion by the Roman Empire. 
 
Discussion break – 10 minutes (sharing by mutual invitation) 
 
Many churches consist of people who have been members for twenty to fifty years and with 
only a few who have been members for less than ten years. Think about how your church might 
look if all of the long-time members were forced to leave for five years and the new members 
continued to worship and grow the ministry. What would it look like and how would you feel 
when you returned? 
 
The Text in Context (continued) – 5 minutes 
 
Jewish Christians would have been placed in a very awkward situation when they finally 
returned to Rome. They had done such a great job teaching the Gentile Christians that those 
who remained were able to continue growing the ministry. Before 49 CE, Gentile Christians had 
to adapt to the Jewish ways of worshipping. Now it was the Jewish Christians who needed to 
adapt to the Gentile way of worshipping. This was despite the fact that they were gathering in 
house churches that the Jewish believers had started. Tensions would have increased as issues 
of leadership arose: who is in charge, the Jewish Christians who started the ministry, or the 
Gentile Christians who have been leading it for five years?  
 
There were also the issues of what defined a Follower of the Way and how believers related to 
Jesus Christ’s Jewish culture. In other words, what are the marks of a Christian? The Jewish 
Christians believed that circumcision, setting aside the Sabbath, and other Jewish practices 
were essential marks of being a Christian, since Jesus was a Jew. These were not traditions for 
the Gentile Christians, so they were less important to them. Some believed that the Jewish law 
was no longer relevant, because they had been freed from it by Christ. 
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Paul wrote this letter to the Roman believers just three years after the expulsion had ended and 
Jews were still moving back to Rome. He was clearly aware of the tensions that existed among 
the community of faith. Besides wanting to give them hope in the midst of trials and 
persecutions, Paul wants them to find some harmony—some unity—in the community. He does 
this by asking questions throughout the letter:  
 

• Romans 3:1 - Then what advantage has the Jew? Or what is the value of circumcision? 
• Romans 3:9 - What then? Are we any better off? No, not at all; for we have already 

charged that all, both Jews and Greeks, are under the power of sin… 
• Romans 3:29 - …is God the God of Jews only? Is He not the God of Gentiles also? 
• Romans 3:31 - Do we then nullify the Law through faith? May it never be! On the 

contrary, we establish the Law. 
• Romans 7:1 - Do you not know, brothers and sisters—for I am speaking to those who 

know the law—that the law is binding on a person only during that person’s lifetime? 
• Romans 9:30 - What then are we to say? Gentiles, who did not strive for righteousness, 

have attained it, that is, righteousness through faith… 
 
To add to the confusion and tension that existed, there were those who thought that certain 
roles or positions in the community of believers were more important than others. Paul wants 
these believers in Rome—those of Jewish heritage and those who were Gentiles—to 
understand that all those external things that the Roman and Jewish authorities had placed on 
them were not what defined a Christian. The mark of a true Christian is love. Even though love 
is only used twice in our text for today, it is the underlying message in every aspect of the text. 
 

• Let love be genuine… 
• …love one another with mutual affection 
• Contribute to the needs of the saints; extend hospitality to strangers. 
• Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. Rejoice with those who 

rejoice, 
• weep with those who weep. 
• Do not repay anyone evil for evil… 
• …live peaceably with all. 

 
Circumcision was fine for those who wanted to do that ritual; showing love to the stranger was 
more important. The Law was still a part of who they were and what God had done; showing 
love to those who persecuted you was more important. It really didn’t matter who was leading 
the groups if you couldn’t show love to each other by living peaceably with everyone. Paul tries 
to make it clear to those he was writing to: you don’t show the mark of a true Christian by any 
of these rituals; you show the mark by the love you show to everyone. 
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The Text in Our Context – 6 minutes 
 
In the Harry Potter Universe, it’s easy to identify the bad people. Death Eaters (dark wizards or 
witches who follow Lord Voldemort) have a brand on the left wrist that consists of a snake 
slithering out of a skull. This dark mark clearly shows their allegiance. If there is any question 
when one Death Eater meets another for the first time, they simply show their mark to confirm 
their connection to the Dark Lord. 
 
Television and movies have a long history of marking certain people so you can easily connect 
them to the group to which they belong. You knew who was who in old westerns: black cowboy 
hats were worn by the bad guys, white ones by the good guys. Witches had crooked noses with 
moles on them plus tall pointy hats. Police had Irish accents. Those types of visual marks were 
meant to help viewers immediately know where someone stands in relationship to others. 
 
Marking people as a means of identification has spilled over into the church. We get into the 
weeds trying to define what a true Christian looks or acts like. You should wear a cross, carry a 
cross, or have one hanging in your home. It’s okay for women to be pastors—or it’s not okay for 
women to be pastors. Persons should be baptized as infants, or not baptized as infants. Certain 
people are welcome in the church, or certain people should not be welcomed in the church. 
This translation of the Bible should be used, or a different translation (or not a translation at all, 
but a paraphrase). 
 
In the late 1960’s, Father Peter Scholtes was serving a Roman Catholic parish on the south side 
of Chicago, including as director of a youth choir. Father Scholtes wanted a song that the youth 
could sing at a series of ecumenical, interracial events that addressed the tensions faced at the 
height of the Civil Rights Movement. When he couldn’t find one, he wrote one (in a day!) that 
captured what Jesus said is the mark of one who truly follow him (sing along if you like):  
 
1) We are one in the Spirit, we are one in the Lord 
We are one in the Spirit, we are one in the Lord 
And we pray that all unity may one day be restored 
 
Refrain 
And they'll know we are Christians by our love, by our love 
They will know we are Christians by our love 
 
2) We will work with each other, we will work side by side 
We will work with each other, we will work side by side 
And we'll guard each one's dignity and save each one's pride 
Refrain 
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3) We will walk with each other, we will walk hand in hand 
We will walk with each other, we will walk hand in hand 
And together we'll spread the news that God is in our land 
Refrain 
 
God has poured into us an abundance of divine love. We are good stewards of that love not by 
hoarding it but by letting it flow out of us. That means that as good stewards and true 
Christians, we show our mark by our love shared with others. That love may be shared by giving 
to the church or those in need. It may be shared by serving communion in worship or serving a 
meal at a homeless shelter. It may be shared by doing work to repair a problem in the church 
building or work to repair the wrongs in our society. However we might share our love, the 
important thing is that we proudly show our mark to the world.   
 
Reflecting on the Text – 25 minutes (use mutual invitation) 

• What does showing love look like for you? 
• Who are the people that are easy for you to show love? Why do you find it easy to show 

them love? 
• Who are the people that are hard for you to show love? Why do you find it hard to show 

them love? 
• Is there anyone you think should not receive our love?  

 
Stewardship Challenge 
 
Thanks to Facebook and other social media sites, it is easy for us to spend time with or listen to 
those who think like we think. This has prompted more division in our society and more 
unwillingness to listen to one another. That is why this challenge is a little different: Make a list 
of at least ten people for whom being with or talking to is hard for you to do. Pray over each 
name and ask God to open your eyes to ways you can show them love. Then actually show 
them love. 
 
Closing Prayer – 1 minute 
 
God, plant a seed of genuine love and harmony in our hearts. Let us not rest until we have 
contributed to the needs of the saints and showed hospitality to all the strangers we meet. Help 
us leave behind vengeance, hatred, and bitterness. Help us to outdo one another in showing 
our mark by honoring our neighbor and loving one another with mutual affection. Amen. 
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You may want to use these charts as part of your emphasis. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Charts 
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