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[PRAYER] [BLANK] Good morning! How nice it is to see you all again. My 
mission trip to Puerto Rico was a great experience, and I look forward to telling you all 
about in the weeks ahead. As the apostle Paul says in his letter to Galatians today, all of 
God’s law has been fulfilled in a single statement: Love your neighbor as yourself. In the 
hills of Arecibo, our mission team helped people, who have very little in this world, to feel 
out-of-this-world love of neighbors from hundreds of miles away. This love comes first 
from our love of God, love that is the source of our freedom, and our joy. And this love, 
this freedom, this joy, is worth far more than the price of a plane ticket, or some paint, or 
some roofing. It is love that all of us shared on our trip, equally, those helping, and those 
being helped. 

I know that Maggie Carr did a good job when I was away. She gave you a 
powerful message about listening to God. That was great, wasn’t it? Have you been 
listening to God? I hope so. I pray so. I’ve been listening to God quite a bit lately, as I 
begin my third year with you, and start my first year of pastoring UMC East Berlin. I’ve 
been listening to God, and trying to understand how God can help us to move this church 
forward in faith. As United Methodists, we believe that the church’s mission is to make 
disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world. We want this world, which we 
shape so much to be what we want, to be changed into what God wants. God wants a 
world filled with God’s love, freedom and joy. But it isn’t, is it? 

Paul’s wrote his letter to the Galatians to an early group of Christians, who seemed 
to have lost their way towards God’s love, freedom, and joy. After some brief greetings to 
this early church, Paul cuts to the chase in this letter, and says to them in just six verses in, 
“I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one who called you in to the grace of 
Christ, and are turning to a different gospel.” You see, Paul had done some good preaching 
and teaching for the Galatians, but, left on their own, they were influenced by others, and 
were going back to the same old ways that they had been following, before they had come 
to faith in Jesus. 

We have a word in Methodism for this kind of going back. We call it “backsliding,” 
The Galatians had been given the love, the freedom, and the joy of Jesus Christ, and they 
decided to just ease back in to what felt comfortable, and familiar, before they had heard the 
good news of Jesus. They had decided that their old religion, the religion of checkbox and 
checkbook goodness, with God never entering or changing who they were, and how they 
lived their lives, was good enough. They listened for God, but not for what God wanted, 
but for what they wanted. 

We know, because of the types of things that Paul is warning the Galatians to stay 
away from. Paul knew the signs that we have a different kind of news that’s defining our 
lives, insread of by God’s Holy Spirit in Jesus. He lists things like moral corruption, doing 
whatever feels good, idolatry, drug use, hating, deceiving others with evil, fighting, 
obsession, losing your temper, opposing people as a way of life, conflicts, selfishness, 
group rivalry, jealousy, and drunkenness. Paul tried to say it as kindly as he can to these 
Galatians, but even if kindly, he makes it clear that these things had become their version of 
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love, freedom, and joy, by their own spirit - not God’s. 
While these may sound like discouraging words, let’s remember that we are two 

thousand years down the road from that church in Galatia. If people back then could be 
encouraged to come back to the real love, freedom and joy of God in Jesus, so can we. We 
are just as human as those people. And we are just as able as them to find a faith that 
changes how we live our lives as God’s church, and that changes everything, and 
everyone, around us. And like them, we need to hear, and to accept, and to act on, the truth 
of who we are, and how we are, as God’s church. 

[WWII] This summer, it will be seventy-four years since the end of World War II. It 
was an amazing moment in the history of our nation, and of the world. In America, it was 
known as VJ Day - the day when the surrender of Japan to Allied forces started a massive 
celebration across the nation. [KISS] In New York City, people mobbed into Times Square, 
and expressed their joy for the end of the war with complete strangers, as they never had 
before. Here, in South Meriden, our church bells were ringing, the streets were mobbed, 
the AOH hall was packed with celebrations, and everyone expressed their joy openly, and 
freely. We were free from the war, and we were joyful! 

[FAMILY] But as amazing as that victory was, as joyful as the celebrations were, 
we backslid into a gospel that was not driven by the love, and the freely given sacrifices, 
that led to the end of the war. We got comfortable in the joys of everyday life. We enjoyed 
our communities, our churches, our entertainments. We assumed that what felt good for us 
was God’s good, and good for God’s world. [PHONES] And bit by bit, we got more and 
more isolated from God, from one another, and from God’s world. Today, many of the 
same enemies of God’s love, freedom, and joy that we fought in World War II, dominate 
our world, and our lives. [DOG] In many ways, we are living lives in God’s world that 
come closer to Paul’s warning of us eating up,one another, rather than feasting on the joy of 
God in Jesus. than ever before. We think that we’re chasing our future, our purpose, but 
without God’s plan,  all we really do is chase our own tails. 

[WALK] As I said earlier, I’ve been listening a lot to God as I start my third year in 
ministry here. Two years ago, on my first Sunday here, I invited the whole church out on a 
prayer walk in our community. For a hot summer day, we got a great turnout. We went out 
from our beautiful church, and walked in South Meriden as God’s church for South 
Meriden, praying with people, and for people, sharing God’s love with them freely, and 
expressing the joy of being God’s church with God’s world. 

[STREET] Today, I still have a prayer walk around our community, most every 
week, praying for people and places, listening to and praying with people in many places. 
Sometimes people come with me. But, usually, not. People are busy. People find it 
awkward. Or, perhaps, people are living another gospel, and not ready to accept the 
changes that we need to take on to find, keep, and grow, the joy of God in Jesus Christ, joy 
that gives us our real freedom, and that gives people faith not just in God’s love, but in 
people who try to offer it. No matter what you’re doing, I will keep walking, because if 
people don’t see that this joy is our purpose, and that it includes them, then they won’t look 
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for God’s joy, here, with us. But if you’re not living it when they come, they won’t find it. 
[JOY] This summer, I will be preaching a series of sermons focused on how we are 

free to find God’s joy. Our freedom to love as God loves us, promised to us by Jesus in 
God’s Holy Spirit, is what defines God’s church. It is the source of real joy, joy that doesn’t 
depend on what makes us happy, or comfortable, but joy that gives us a purpose, and hope, 
and a sense of being loved, and able to love, no matter what is happening in our lives, and 
in God’s world. It is a joy that brings us amazing abundance, at any time in our lives, with 
any people in our lives, with any circumstances in our lives. As Paul wrote in his letter to 
the Galatians, God has set us free for freedom. You don’t fight a war to go back into 
slavery, and you don’t surrender the freedom that God has won for us in Jesus Christ, 
without surrendering the possibilities of real joy, joy that only being a church in Jesus 
Christ can offer to you, to us, and to God’s world. [BLANK] 

Your bulletin includes a letter from me and a simple checklist, which can help us 
separately, and together, to consider how we can use our freedom to find God’s joy, 
freedom given freely to us, not by The United States of America, not by our bank accounts, 
not by our power to dominate others, not by our sense of status in our homes, in our 
community, or even in our church - no, not freedom from any of these, but only from our 
willingness to freely offer our lives to the God who listens to us, and waits for us to listen to 
God. God gives us the freedom to be God’s church in Christ, though living lives freely in 
God’s Holy Spirit. Or not. The choice is ours. This summer, with all of the love in my heart 
that I can offer you, I pray that we will, together, remember how to be a church that 
marches out into God’s world to share the joy of God’s love in Jesus Christ freely. Set 
yourselves free, and find that joy, this summer, together, I pray. Amen. 

 


