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Once I was trying to lead a nursing home service.  We were in the general activities room,
and there was a television going.  So I spoke loudly, trying to overcome the competition.  A man
flagrantly turned up the TV volume.  So I spoke even louder.  He turned it up.  I turned it up.  We
just kept at it all during the worship.  Back and forth, back and forth.  We all yelled through the
songs.  And Jesus might just understand, when he told Nicodemus God so loved the world that God
gave God’s only Son.  The darkness tries to turn up the un-love volume.  But our God’s love will
not be stopped.

Well, guess what, there’s more to John 3:16 than just John 3:16.  Jesus kept going, laying out
just how God’s love embraces the whole world.  Did you catch the catch?  God loved the world. 
Sent Jesus into this big, rowdy, rotten, competing, corrupted world.  Did not reject us, thank God! 
Look, here’s the tussle with God’s love:  is it that God loves me and mine only, a limited good that
might run out (you never know)?  Kind of like arm-wrestling with your siblings for Mom’s attention,
so I won’t share because I can’t risk losing even a drop of the good stuff?  Is that God’s love? 
Something I’ve got to hug close, to hog all for myself?  What we think of God’s love reaches beyond
the narrow parentheses of our own lives, you know.  It affects who I choose not just to have a seat
at the table, but to even let in the door.  Who will I let into my neighborhood?  You know, I’ve got
to think of our resale prices.  Can’t let just anybody in.  What we think of God’s love influences who
I will let have a voice in the discussion.  And whose voices I choose to ignore.  Who I let have a vote
on the policies.  Or whose votes I suppress with a host of creative policies to prevent non-existent
voter fraud that just might happen, you never know.  What I think of God’s love affects who I permit
to have access to resources – bank accounts, loans to purchase homes, which neighborhoods will
have easy access to affordable, nutritious food, vaccines.  What I think of God’s love affects whose
neighborhoods I will place toxic dumps, poison-spewing factories near, whose labor I will exploit. 
Who really deserves God’s love, where are the boundaries?  Who gets to enforce them, dole out
God’s love, bank it and save it up?  Who is first in line, and who has to wait.  It’s always a struggle;
don’t think it isn’t!  But . . . God already solved that problem:  God loved the world, the whole
wicked, dark-loving, kit and kaboodle.  According to Jesus, God’s love just has no sensible
boundaries; it is unrestricted.  God loved the world.

This past year’s pandemic has set things up for us.  With this towering threat, what ya gonna
do?  How will we react?  Where we place ourselves is revealed by our deeds – who we take care of,
listen to, honor – and why.  Whether we choose to imitate God’s loving giving in our loving living
– or try to hoard it, grab it all for ourselves.  Like a three-year-old sweeping all the toys on the table
into his arms:  “Mine!”  That’s what happens all too often.  But let me tell you about some special
people.  “First-grade teacher Sheila Garland had long known that [all of the] students in Arizona’s
Stanfield Elementary School District, where she has taught for 16 years, ate free meals. [But she] did
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not really know what those numbers meant until this [past] spring, when the coronavirus pandemic
hit and schools closed across the United States. Suddenly, she and other Stanfield staff found
themselves in masks and gloves, riding up to 150 miles a day on school buses traversing gravel and
dirt roads to hand out food and homework packets to children.  Before the pandemic, Garland usually
saw her students only in the classroom. [But then she saw that s]ome students’ homes she visited
lacked electricity, indoor plumbing or windows.  ‘Going out there and actually pulling up in front
of the houses, you know, to deliver the food and stuff[,’ she said, ‘]and seeing the situation these kids
are living in – it breaks your heart. . . .’”(1)  When you start paying attention to the world God loves,
you suddenly find yourself confronted by a choice.  What are you going to do with God’s love?  Our
deeds reveal our heart.  What are you going to do?

Well, I’ll tell you what one church has done.  One year ago this week, we made the decision
to shut down our church’s physical operations; we began worshiping on Zoom the next Sunday.  But
did the pandemic shut down God’s love?  Hah!  Just look at what our church has accomplished in
this past year:
We continued serving at Paz de Cristo (remember, we serve next Sunday!), and IHELP.  In fact we
hosted the IHELP clients 24/7 for a week during the hottest part of last summer.
We continued our participation in the Valley Interfaith Project, especially those parking lot parties
to collect signatures for “Invest in Ed.”    The ballot measure won the election, and now our love for
the kids will defend the law against the un-love that is trying to chip away at it.
We kept up with sack lunches for our unhoused friends?  I beg to differ!  We increased the ministry
we share with the Guardian Angels Catholic Community:  in 2020 we gave out almost 3000 lunches,
and also masks, toiletries, sanitary supplies, clothing, shoes, backpacks, jackets – but most of all,
conversation – treating any who came into our courtyard like the human beings that they are, looking
them in the eye, chatting with them, and turning 9-10AM into a sort of holy “happy hour.”
We began new ministries on Zoom:  Sunday Zoom Church for the children, Tuesday Prayer Time,
Wednesday Bible study, Lenten study, Thursday Anti-Racism discussion, Friday Christian-Muslim
Relations conversation, Saturday Men’s Group.
The Elders have reached out to every member of the congregation regularly, to see how they are
doing.  I say that’s God’s love in action.
We began a Benevolence Fund that has helped three families in our church who were significantly
affected financially by COVID, who would have gone under without your help.
We put up a “Black Lives Matter” flag on our tower, hanging next to our rainbow flag.  When the
first one was discovered missing on a Sunday morning, Bill and Norm (and I don’t know who else)
had a replacement back up within 45 minutes.  And we have two more replacements ready to go, just
in case.  The current BLM banner is looking a little weather-beaten – but maybe a weathered BLM
banner could be considered a victory!  Our deeds will reveal love – and push back the un-love.  You
see, God’s love rebukes exclusion.  I heard of a Black woman driving in an unfamiliar city, who
came across a neighborhood church displaying a Black Lives Matter flag.  And suddenly she felt
safe, comforted, in strange surroundings.  That rainbow flag, that Black Lives Matter banner, that
“Immigrants are Welcome” banner, speak loudly:  “you are embraced by God’s love.”  Your pledges
support these ministries, and we increased both the number of pledges and the dollar amount
pledged for 2021 – during a pandemic!
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This is how God is loving the world through our hands.  Let me say this loud and clear:  I’m proud
of you.  Proud to be part of this congregation that takes God’s love seriously.

And God is not done with us yet!  Even while we continue to meet on Zoom.  I don’t know
how long we will have to continue.  But we will do so until it is safe.  Because I don’t want to lose
any one of you!  You are the precious beloved child of God’s heart.  I tell you true:  delaying opening
up to in-person worship is an act of love.  But what a grand day it will be when we finally are able
to resume in-person worship!  Let’s have a celebration when this pandemic is “over” – well, maybe
a few weeks after they say it is, just to be sure – by hosting a meal for our two communities of faith,
Guardian Angels and Community.  And, what the heck, let’s also invite the unhoused persons from
the park, and folks from the surrounding neighborhood.  Why not?  Throw a big feast, celebrating. 
And . . . pushing back against the un-love by displaying God’s love.  Because, friends, “food
insecurity” is happening all around us, increasing every day.  Even in this Tempe neighborhood. 
How can we find out who to help – with respect?  We can celebrate “we made it through the
pandemic” with our neighbors.  Invite everybody to bring something to help fix the meal – pot-luck
style, “stone soup” style – and then share the meal together.  Share stories of our pain, our struggles,
how we made it through, surprises that happened during this emergency.  Listen to the stories as we
eat.  Listen to the pain, listen to the fears, listen to the hopes.  Listen to draw people out, as an act
of respect.  But our listening will also bring another Listener to the table:  the One Who loves this
world so much that....  Celebrating God’s love that just will not quit, no matter what.  Nope, not done
with us yet.

Friends, our job is not to complain about the darkness, but to let Christ’s light shine through
our lives.  Our love will push back against the un-love by showing exactly how it is toxic, for whom,
and pushing the better, loving way – as best we can figure it out at the moment.  Oh, we won’t get
it perfect, but God can still hit a mighty lick with a crooked stick.  Let God’s love use us to show the
world:  who loves ya, baby?  Amen.

Notes

(1)  “When teachers brought free lunch to kids amid COVID-19, they saw poverty up close,” by
Samantha Hernandez, USA Today, 1/3/21; accessed online on 3/12/21 at
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/education/2021/01/03/covid-food-delivery-free-school-lun
ch-teachers/4078529001/


