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“"ANOTHER LOOK AT WHAT GUIDES US”

(ANNUAL REPORT OF THE SENIOR MINISTER,
DELIVERED AS A SERMON JANUARY 15, 1984)

I CORINTHIANS 1:4-9
[ PETER 2:9-10

ACCORDING TO THE BY-LAWS OF THIS CONGREGATION,
THE SENIOR MINISTER “SHALL HAVE IN HIS CHARGE
THE SPIRITUAL WELFARE OF THE CONGREGATION.”
THIS IS IN THE BEST TRADITION OF CONGREGATIONS
IN THE UNITED CHURCH OF CHRIST. OFTEN THE

SENIOR MINISTER IS ALSO GIVEN THE TITLE
OF PASTOR AND TEACHER., HE OR SHE IS TO

BE A KIND OF RESIDENT THEOLOGIAN,

IT IS FOR THIS REASON THAT THIS YEAR MY
ANNUAL REPORT TO YOU IS PUT MORE IN THE
FORM OF A THEOLOGICAL STATEMENT. AS PART

OF THE PREPARATION OF THIS ANNUAL REPORT
SERMON, SEVERAL MONTHS AGO [ LED THE MEMBERS

OF THE STAFF IN AN AFTERNOON-LONG DISCUSSION

OF WHAT WE BELIEVE TO BE SOME OF THE "“GUIDING
PRINCIPLES WHICH FORM THE FOUNDATION FOR

ALL OF OUR WORK AS A STAFF WORKING WITHIN

AND WITH THIS CHRISTIAN CONGREGATION.,” IT

WAS AN ATTEMPT TO LOOK AGAIN AT OUR THEOLOGICAL
FOUNDATIONS,

THUS, IN THIS ANNUAL REPORT, I AM GOING
TO RELATE TO YOU SOME OF THE GUIDING
PRINCIPLES WHICH I SEE AS BEING BASIC FOR

OUR WORK TOGETHER. [IHE OTHER MEMBERS OF




THE STAFF CONTRIBUTED MUCH TO WHAT I AM
GOING TO STATE HERE, EVEN THOUGH [ HAVE
PUT MANY OF THEIR IDEAS INTO MY OWN WORDS,

IN THE ANNUAL MEETING OF JANUARY, 1976,
THIS CONGREGATION ADOPTED A “STATEMENT OF
MISSION,” PREPARED AND WRITTEN BY A SPECIAL
PLANNING COMMITTEE WHICH HAD EARLIER BEEN
APPOINTED BY THE CHURCH COUNCIL., THAT
"STATEMENT OF MISSION” IS OUR BEGINNING
POINT., HERE'S HOW IT BEGINS:

1. ”“THE CHURCH HAS BEEN, IS, AND IS TO

BE A COMMUNITY OF PERSONS WHO ACKNOWLEDGE
GobD AS CREATOR AND SUSTAINER, JESUS CHRIST

AS GOD’S REDEEMING ACTIVITY, AND HUMAN
BEINGS AS PARTICIPATING WITH GOD IN THE
RESPONSIBILITY FOR THE WELL BEING OF THE
CREATED ORDER, [THE CHURCH EXISTS IN HISTORY
TO INCREASE AMONG PEOPLE THE LOVE OF GOD

AND NEIGHBOR AND TO INCREASE HEALTH AND
HARMONY IN ALL THE CREATION,”

SO OUR FIRST GUIDING PRINCIPLE IS THIS
DEFINITION OF WHAT THE CHURCH IS. BUT THEN
WE NEED TO GO ON AND ASK, AS WE GO ABOUT

OUR WORK OF MINISTRY, WHAT KIND OF A GOD

ARE WE TO PORTRAY? AS WE RECRUIT AND TRAIN
CHURCH SCHOOL TEACHERS, WHAT KIND OF (GOD

ARE WE ASKING THEM TO TEACH ABOUT AND
DESCRIBE IN THE CLASSROOM? AS WE TALK WITH
PEOPLE ABOUT GOD IN THE HOSPITAL OR WHEREVER

WE MEET THEM, WHAT ARE WE TO SAY ABOUT GoD?
WHAT METAPHORS ARE APPROPRIATE?




2, (GOD IS OFTEN DESCRIBED AS AN ANGRY
JUDGE, A DEMANDING FATHER, AN AUTHORITARIAN
LAWGIVER, AS A GOD WHO IS GOING TO "GET
YOU” IF YOU DON'T OBEY, FOLLOWING THIS,
CHRISTIANS HAVE EMPHASIZED THE SINFULNESS
OF HUMAN BEINGS AND THE FACT THAT WE NEED
TO BE REDEEMED FROM OUR CORRUPTION, THAT'S
BEEN ONE BASIC TRADITION IN THE HISTORY

OF CHRISTIAN DOCTRINE AND SPIRITUALITY,

ON THE OTHER HAND, WE CAN DESCRIBE GOD AS
A LOVING, FORGIVING PRESENCE AND EMPHASIZE
THE EXPERIENCE OF LIFE AS A BLESSING AND

DRAW ATTENTION TO HUMANITY'’S DIVINE SIDE
AND POTENTIAL, RATHER THAN HUMANITY'S

FALLENNESS., THAT'’S ANOTHER BASIC TRADITION
IN THE HISTORY OF CHRISTIAN DOCTRINE AND

SPIRITUALITY,

IT’S PRIMARILY A MATTER OF EMPHASIS! I
BELIEVE IN OUR TIME IT'S NECESSARY TO STRESS
CREATION AND LIFE AS A BLESSING FILLED WITH
DIVINE POTENTIAL, RATHER THAN TO STRESS

HOW CORRUPT HUMAN BEINGS ARE.,

AGAIN, NOTE THAT IT’S A MATTER OF EMPHASIS,
THIS DOES NOT MEAN THAT WE IGNORE THE
REDEMPTION TRADITION OR THAT WE IGNORE SIN
AND EVIL, IT DOES MEAN THAT WHEN WE TALK

ABOUT (GOD, WE STRESS THE FACT THAT GOD IS
A LOVING, FORGIVING GOD WHO CREATED THE

WORLD AND US AS GOoD. WE TALK AND TEACH
ABOUT A GOD WHO SEEKS OUR WELL BEING, WHO

BLESSES US, A GOD WHO IS INVOLVED IN THE
WORLD AND IN THE CREATION,




WE SPEAK OF A GOD WHO GIVES LIFE, WHO
SUSTAINS AND PRESERVES LIFE, AND WHO
ENTRUSTS HUMAN BEINGS IN THE WORLD AS

AGENTS OF GOD FOR THE CONTINUATION OF LIFE,
THERE IS NO PLACE WHERE GOD IS NOT. G(GOD

IS NOT SELECTIVE, GOD IS THERE WHERE ANYONE
OPENS HIS OR HER MIND TO ACCEPT (GOD -- AND
EVEN IF THE MIND IS CLOSED, GOD IS THERE
ANYWAY ,

THE OTHER DAY I SAW A BUMPER STICKER WHICH
SAID, “GOD LOVES YOU WHETHER YOU LIKE IT
OR NOT.” IT’'S TRUE. YOU ARE BELOVED OF

GoD -- SIMPLY BECAUSE YOU ARE THE ACTIVITY
OF GOD LIVING ITSELF OUT INTO EXPRESSION

AS YOU, GOD LOVES YOU BECAUSE GOD IS LOVE,

AND THUS LOVE IS YOUR TRUE NATURE. FURTHERMORE,
GRACE, THE DIVINE FAVOR, THE ACTIVITY OF

GOD’S LOVE, WORKS FOR US CONSTANTLY., IT

IS NOT DEPENDENT UPON ANY SPECIAL FAITH

OR PRAYER ON OUR PART.

GOD'S GRACE COMES TO ALL; BY THE GRACE OF
GOD THE CRIMINAL WHO HAS BROKEN THE LAW

IS STILL LOVED BY (GOD, AND HE CAN FIND
FORGIVENESS AND TRANSFORMATION IF HE WANTS
TO ACCEPT IT. THIS IS TRUE FOR ANY ONE

OF US., GRACE IS NOT SOMETHING WE HAVE TO
WORK FOR, WE CAN'T STOP IT OR START IT,

[T SIMPLY 1S,

THIS KIND OF DESCRIPTION OF GOD AND GOD’S
LOVE IS OUR SECOND GUIDING PRINCIPLE AS
WE AS A STAFF WORK ON YOUR BEHALF AND AS
WE WORK TOGETHER AS A CONGREGATION,



5. A THIRD GUIDING PRINCIPLE HAS TO DO

WITH THE PERSON WE KNOW AS JESUS. WE BELIEVE
WE KNOW BEST WHAT GOD IS LIKE BY LOOKING

AT THE LIFE, TEACHINGS, DEATH, AND RESURRECTION
OF JESUS., WE SEE IN HIM THE INCARNATION

OF GOD’S GRACIOUS PRESENCE IN A HUMAN BEING,

WE ALSO SEE JESUS AND THE CHRISTIAN CHURCH

AS A CONTINUATION OF THE COVENANT IN THE
OLD TESTAMENT,

THIS MAN JESUS LIVED THE IDEAL HUMAN LIFE,
IT WAS A LIFE FOR OTHERS., HE EMBRACED THE
WORLD AS GOD CREATED IT. HE CAME THAT THE

WORLD MIGHT HAVE LIFE AND HAVE IT ABUNDANTLY,
HE ACHIEVED A UNIQUE RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD

AND BECAME THE CHANNEL FOR THE EXPRESSION
OF POWERS NO ONE HAD EVER BEFORE DREAMED

OF, DBECAUSE OF JESUS, WE CAN NOW ALL
EXPERIENCE THE SPIRIT OF GOD IN A NEW WAY,
THE SPIRIT OF GOD, OR THAT WHICH WE CALL

THE HOLY SPIRIT, WAS ALWAYS PRESENT IN THE
WORLD, BUT JESUS MADE IT AVAILABLE TO US

IN A FRESH WAY, TO SAY THAT WE BELIEVE

IN THE HOLY SPIRIT IS TO SAY THAT WE BELIEVE
THAT GOD IS PRESENT WITH US EVERY DAY AND

IN EVERY PLACE.,

4, A FOURTH GUIDING PRINCIPLE WHICH UNDERLIES
OUR MINISTRY IS THAT JESUS GIVES US A NEW
WAY OF UNDERSTANDING OURSELVES, A NEW WAY

OF SEEING HUMAN BEINGS, WE BELIEVE THE
“"CHRIST POTENTIAL” IS PRESENT IN EVERY HUMAN

BEING, WE ARE MADE IN GoD'’S IMAGE. WHEN
WE LIVE ACCORDING TO OUR TRUE NATURE WHICH
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JESUS REVEALED, WE ARE GRACIOUS, COMPASSIONATE.,
MERCIFUL, CARING, AND LOVING PEOPLE. THAT'S
THE WAY WE ARE MEANT TO BE, IT IS ONE OF

THE GOALS OF THE CHURCH TO HELP PEOPLE

BECOME TRANSFORMED SO THAT WE LIVE

ACCORDING TO OUR TRUE NATURE,

THIS IS ANOTHER WAY OF SAYING THAT IT IS
PART OF OUR JOB AS A CHURCH TO HELP US AND
OTHERS DISCOVER THE CHRIST POTENTIAL WHICH
IS ALREADY A PART OF ALL HUMAN BEINGS, WE
ALL SUCCUMB AT TIMES TO THE TEMPTATION TO
CONDONE OUR MISTAKES AND WEAKNESSES WITH

THE SAYING, "AFTER ALL, I’M ONLY HUMAN."
WE SAY THIS AS IF BEING HUMAN IS TO BE

FILLED WITH FAILURE AND WEAKNESS. RATHER,

TO BE HUMAN MEANS THAT GOD IS WITH US AND
A PART OF US AND THAT WE HAVE TREMENDOUS

POTENTIAL.

THUS, WHEN WE ASK PEOPLE TO REPENT AND TURN
BACK, THIS DOES NOT MEAN TO FORSAKE ALL
HOPE OF ABUNDANT LIVING AND RESIGN ONESELF
O SACKCLOTH AND ASHES., IT DOES NOT MEAN
HAT WE ARE ALL THE TIME GRIM AND SERIOUS
AND HAVE NO FUN IN LIFE. RATHER, IT MEANS
TO TURN FROM THE BROAD WAY OF WORLDLY
PURSUITS THAT FEED ONLY THE HUNGERS OF PART
OF OUR NATURE, BUT STARVE THE SouL. 10O
REPENT MEANS TO REALIZE THAT LIFE IS LIVED
FROM WITHIN OUT., IT MEANS TO OPEN THE EYES

OF SPIRITUAL PERCEPTION AND SEE LIFE IN
A NEW DIMENSION, TO SEE HIDDEN REALITIES

BEHIND EVERY APPEARANCE.




5. THIS BRINGS US TO A FIFTH GUIDING
PRINCIPLE., WE ARE ALL CONNECTED AND
RELATED TO EACH OTHER. THERE IS A

WHOLENESS, A UNITY IN CREATION, WHICH WE
OFTEN DO NOT PERCEIVE. WE ARE INTERDEPENDENT.
WE NEED EACH OTHER, AND WE ARE MEANT TO

LIVE IN COMMUNITY, TO LIVE IN HARMONY WITH
ONE ANOTHER AND WITH CREATION ITSELF,

YOoU ARE JUST AS CLOSE TO A PERSON IN THE

FAR CORNER OF THE WORLD AS YOU ARE TO THE
PERSON NEXT TO YOU, AND YOU ARE JUST AS

MUCH A PART OF THE DIVINE FAMILY OF A PERSON

YOU HAVE NEVER SEEN BEFORE AS OF ONE WHO
IS YOUR CLOSEST BLOOD RELATIVE.

ONE OF THE MOST HELPFUL WAYS TO DEFINE SIN
FROM A CHRISTIAN POINT OF VIEW IS TO SAY

THAT IT IS THE REFUSAL TO SEE OUR RELATEDNESS
OR CONNECTEDNESS. SIN MEANS TO LIVE AS

IF WE ARE SEPARATED FROM OTHERS, AND THEREFORE
FROM GOD, THE LETTER OF I JOHN IN THE NEW
TESTAMENT REMINDS US THAT “IF WE SAY WE

LOVE GOD AND HATE ANOTHER HUMAN BEING, WE

ARE LIARS.” SIN IS WHEN WE ELEVATE OUR
INDEPENDENCE AND COME TO THINK THAT WE ARE
THE ONLY ONES THAT ARE IMPORTANT, OR WHEN

WE BELIEVE WE ARE BETTER THAN OTHERS OR

THAT GOD LOVES US MORE THAN SOMEONE ELSE.,

UNDERLYING ALL OF THESE GUIDING PRINCIPLES
IS THE STUDY OF THE BIBLE, BECAUSE IT
CONTAINS THE STORIES OF OUR TRADITION AND

BECAUSE IT TELLS THE STORY OF THE COMING



OF JESUS CHRIST, HIS LIFE, HIS TEACHINGS,
HIS DEATH AND RESURRECTION, AND THEN CONTINUES
WITH STORIES OF THE EARLY CHURCH AS IT SOUGHT

TO CARRY OUT ITS MISSION AS A RESULT OF
THE COMING OF JESUS.

[ MENTION THESE GUIDING PRINCIPLES IN MY
ANNUAL REPORT TO YOU BECAUSE THEY HELP
REMIND US OF WHO WE ARE AND WHAT OUR
PURPOSE IS, T[THEY ALSO CARRY WITH THEM
CERTAIN IMPLICATIONS. HERE ARE A FEW OF
THEM:

1. THESE GUIDING PRINCIPLES IMPLY THAT
WE WILL REGULARLY PARTICIPATE IN WORSHIP,

WORSHIP, INCLUDING PRAYER, IS CENTRAL IN
HELPING US TO BE MORE CONSCIOUS OF OUR
RELATIONSHIP TO GOD AND TO OTHERS. WITHOUT
REGULAR WORSHIP WE FORGET THAT WE ARE A
PART OF GOD'’S FAMILY. WE FORGET THAT GOD'’S
POWER IS PRESENT AND ALWAYS AVAILABLE,

WITHOUT REGULAR WORSHIP WE TEND TO BECOME

SEPARATED FROM OTHERS AND FROM GOD., WORSHIP
IS THE ONE INDISPENSABLE FUNCTION OF THE

CHURCH

2. OSECONDLY, OUR GUIDING PRINCIPLES REMIND
US THAT WORSHIP IS NOT TO BE SOMETHING WHICH
SEPARATES US FROM THE WORLD AT LARGE. AS
HUMAN BEINGS WE PARTICIPATE WITH GOD IN

THE RESPONSIBILITY FOR THE WELL BEING OF

THE CREATED ORDER, SO WE WILL FIND THIS
CONGREGATION AND MEMBERS OF THIS CONGREGATION

INVOLVED IN ALL SORTS OF COMMUNITY ACTIVITIES




AS WE SEEK TO IMPROVE SOCIETY AS A WHOLE
AND AS WE SEEK TO INCREASE AMONG PEOPLE
THE LOVE OF GOD AND NEIGHBOR AND AS WE WORK

TOWARD BRINGING PEACE THROUGHOUT THE WORLD,

REMEMBER, THE MAXIMUM IMPACT OF THE CHURCH

IN THE WORLD IS THROUGH THE INFLUENCE OF

ALL OF YOU, WHETHER IT BE AS A TEACHER,

AN ADMINISTRATOR, A SALES PERSON, A HOMEMAKER,
A LAWYER, A BUSINESS EXECUTIVE, A FACTORY
WORKER, A TRUCK DRIVER, A CARPENTER, A

NURSE, A STOCK BROKER, OR WHATEVER YOU DO
EVERY DAY IN YOUR WORK OR IN YOUR VOLUNTEER

ACTIVITIES, EACH ONE OF US HAS A MINISTRY
TO CARRY OUT WHERE WE ARE.,

5. THIRDLY, THESE GUIDING PRINCIPLES WHICH
[ HAVE MENTIONED IMPLY VERY STRONGLY THAT
CHURCHES LIKE THIS ONE ARE TO BE PLACES

OF HOPE AND ENCOURAGEMENT, NOT PLACES OF
DESPAIR, As I’VE SAID SO MANY TIMES BEFORE,
WE ARE TO BE INCLUSIVE AND FORGIVING, NOT
EXCLUSIVE AND SELF-RIGHTEOUS. WE WELCOME
ANYONE WHO WANTS TO JOIN US IN OUR SEARCH,
ANYONE WHO WANTS TO GROW AND LEARN., OURS
IS TO BE A PLACE WHERE WE ARE NOT AFRAID

OF UNCERTAINTY OR AMBIGUITY OR MYSTERY.

ABOVE ALL, CHURCHES LIKE FIRST-PLYMOUTH
ARE TO BE PLACES WHERE ALL KINDS OF PEOPLE
ARE LOVED AND ACCEPTED, WHERE INDIVIDUALS
FIND COMPASSION AND FORGIVENESS. AMEN,

OTIS YOUNG
SENIOR MINISTER



