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There are two Bible Passages I’d like to offer today. The first one is from the Book of Amos in the 

Old Testament. God, through the prophet Amos, is delivering a rather scathing rebuke to the 

people of Israel, who have fallen away from the heart of their call. They have neglected to follow 

God’s commands to care for the least among them, even as they continue to pay God lip service 

through prayers and offerings, rituals and holidays.  

I’m not going to lie, it’s a pretty intense passage. 

That said, I felt the need to include another text today. One that, I think, shares its theme with 

Amos, but says it a little more… diplomatically. This verse is from Paul’s first Letter to the 

Corinthians. It’s one you might recognize as it’s a sort of “preamble” to the famous “Love is 

patient, love is kind…” 

As you listen to these passages, ask yourself: What is it that is most important to God in our 

worship? What does God really desire from our rituals and practices and ways of being a faith 

community? 

 

Amos 5:21-24 

I hate, I despise your festivals, 

   and I take no delight in your solemn assemblies. 

Even though you offer me your burnt-offerings and grain-offerings, 

   I will not accept them; 

and the offerings of well-being of your fatted animals 

   I will not look upon. 

Take away from me the noise of your songs; 

   I will not listen to the melody of your harps. 

 

But let justice roll down like waters, 

   and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream. 

 

1 Corinthians 13:1-3 

If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not have love, I am a noisy gong or a 

clanging cymbal. And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, 

and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing. If I give away 

all my possessions, and if I hand over my body so that I may boast, but do not have love, I gain 

nothing. 



Sermon 

Sunday is a funny day. Is it the end of the 

weekend? Or is it the start of the new week? 

Our calendars say it’s a beginning, but it 

never really feels like that, does it?  

And why is Church on Sunday? I mean, I 

know tradition holds that the resurrection 

happened on a Sunday and all that… but 

functionally, as a part of our ritual and a 

support in our walks as faithful people, why 

“do worship” on this day that’s neither a 

beginning nor end, but also… kind of both? 

I’ll admit that it was a little tricky finding a 

helpful Bible passage on the theme of 

“Worship.” The problem is that God is way 

more interested in how we live our lives than 

in how we organize our Sunday services. 

Which- as the person who organizes the 

order of service in this handy little bulletin… 

not great job security for me! 

So what does all… this give us that we 

couldn’t get by raising our awareness of the 

issues of the day as we quietly read the 

Sunday Times? Why do we, as Christians, 

worship here, the way we do, with scripture 

and song and liturgy and sacraments? 

My theory is that we worship like this 

because we worship a savior who led by 

telling stories. It’s in the tradition of a story-

telling Jesus that we became People of the 

Book. That we joined the Story. We are 

baptized because Jesus baptized and was 

baptized. We share in communion in 

remembrance of Jesus sharing the bread and 

the cup with his own community. 

We have this massive collection of stories. 

And they are amazing, haunting, tragic, and 

sometimes even funny. There’s just 

something about the raw humanity you see 

in them that invites reflection. That invites 

questions and conversation and, and as 

Francesco pointed out a few weeks ago- begs 

us to ask ourselves: who are we in these 

stories? 

Who are you, who am I, in… the Good 

Samaritan story? Do I need to be better 

about extending help to people who are 

different than me? Or, do I need a little help 

myself, and need to accept that it might 

come from an unexpected place?  

Who am I when God says “Why don’t you go 

build an Ark?” Or, when God needs someone 

to tell Pharaoh: “Let my people go!” Did you 

ever have a phase when you were the 

Prodigal Son? Maybe you know what it’s like 

to be his father? You might even have some 

sympathy for the “good” son, and know all 

about the complexities one feels when grace 

is extended to a rival. 

The story that always cuts me is the one 

about the two sisters Mary and Martha. 

Martha is scrambling around, trying to get 

dinner on the table for Jesus and all his 

disciples while her sister, Mary, lounges on 

the floor listening to Jesus teaching. Martha’s 

like, “A little help, Mary??” But Jesus rebukes 

Martha, saying that Mary, lounging on the 

floor, has “chosen the better part.”  

I always feel the sting of that rebuke, 

especially as your church Office Admin., as 

one who bears witness to the massive 

amount of invisible, often volunteer-led, 

logistical labor it takes to make First Parish’s 

“teaching” happen. But this story does force 

me to consider… I if I type up our bulletin in 

the tongues of mortals and angels but do it 

without love… what am I?  

Part of my task as a Jesus-following-type is to 

look at my Martha-ing through Mary’s more 

contemplative lens. How does my work fit 

into the larger story of the teaching of Jesus? 



I type and format and tweak and proofread, 

and that’s all well and good. But when I think 

of this [bulletin] as an extension of our 

“welcome” and an expression of our 

“witness,” it helps. Here is something that 

might help a newcomer have a better sense 

of who we are and where they might fit in 

here, or it might help a long-timer simply 

enjoy anticipating singing a favorite hymn. 

Do you know I used to keep these? Back 

when I was new here, if a service somehow 

felt special to me, or I felt some sparkle of 

“Real Presence,” I’d take this home and put it 

in a drawer. I still have the ones I kept. And 

I’m grateful to Jane Connors for creating 

them, and Edna Stoddard for folding them, 

that I have this little way to remember the 

days I felt God there.  

It’s the story of Mary and Martha that helps 

me see my “active” tasks through the 

“contemplative” lens.  

*** 

Worship is there to help us make meaning of 

our lives in the context of sacred stories-- in 

liturgy and song, in teaching and prayer. 

When we worship, we see ourselves in these 

stories, these traditions, these hymns. 

When have you sung “It Is Well with My 

Soul,” and meant it. When have you sung it 

and not meant it all, but maybe learned 

something where you were at with your 

grief. Some hymns of thanksgiving open our 

hearts, unfolding like flowers before our God. 

Others help us confess our more wretched 

convictions, while reminding us that that 

Grace is amazing, and has had our name on it 

since before our sins were ever committed.  

And what about those times when we come 

here, and we would like to “be in the spirit of 

worship,” but our hearts are just too heavy. I 

think that’s ok. There’s literally an entire 

book in the Bible called “Lamentations.” 

There are dozens of bitter Psalms, not to 

mention Jesus’ own desperate cry from the 

cross, “My God, why have you forsaken me?”  

And if it feels a little difficult to identify with, 

you know, Jesus, in the story, well… God put 

on a body that looked something like yours 

and mine for a reason. I think God being 

“relatable” was kind of the point. God 

claimed a place in our story, that we might 

find our place in God’s story. 

*** 

Isn’t this what worship is? The audacious 

claim that you and I belong in God’s story, no 

matter where we are on our journey. There is 

something to be said for claiming and being 

claimed by powerful stories that our parents 

and grandparents and generations before 

them have drawn meaning from. And, as we 

gather to worship, and dare to hope for 

better days, it’s incumbent on us now to 

think of the generations to come. Of our 

children, of those for whom we strive to let 

“justice roll down like waters.” 

And that’s where the love comes in. Our 

world so badly needs our work to be rooted 

in empathy, in love. And now, studies are 

showing that reading stories is one of the 

best ways to cultivate empathy in children. 

God doesn’t want empty rituals or self-

righteous academic pontificating- those kinds 

of things don’t pull us into the story. It’s the 

role of worship to inspire us by giving us a 

sense of our place in God’s greater story.  

 

*** 

 



Now I may have struggled to find one good, 

helpful, Bible verse that would tell us how 

exactly how we’re supposed to worship. But 

did you know that there are over three 

hundred Bible verses that command us to 

care for the poor, the needy, the sick, the 

alien? So my earnest question to you all is 

this: what does worship here need to be for 

you to feel inspired to go forward and bend 

that moral arc a little further in the direction 

of justice? 

Before I wrap up, I do feel that I should 

clarify: I don’t really think that we at First 

Parish are “noisy gongs or clanging cymbals.” 

I don’t think God finds our worship offerings 

or proverbial harp-music distasteful. On the 

contrary. We are a community filled with- to 

use Paul’s language- faith and knowledge and 

time and treasure. Which, fueled by love, 

literally moved earth last summer as we lived 

out our commitment to accessibility and built 

an elevator. And last month, people from this 

church helped process and launder dozens of 

loads worth of clothing for our new asylum-

seeking neighbors. And this spring, in our 

“Celebration of American Women 

Composers” concert, our music ministry will 

feature some music by Florence Price, one of 

the most brilliant and inspiring black woman 

composers we’ve never heard of, whose 

story and music was silenced for too long. 

 

Let justice roll down like waters. 

 

So, may we all keep doing the work that is 

ours to do. Monday, through Friday. Let us 

teach and heal and visit and serve in love. But 

then when we come back here, on Sunday, 

let us take sanctuary from our labor and let 

all that stuff, all those tasks and meetings and 

projects… settle into the bigger picture, the 

greater story. Let’s just sit and allow our 

senses to be nourished by music that 

inspires, by prayers that heal, by the whisper 

that is revealed in the silence.  

Let us center ourselves in love, in that quest 

for justice that weaves through all our holy 

stories. And then, let us be sent forth to the 

work that God has given us to do. 

 


