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A Fresh Start, Week 1 
Backpack Blessings: Taking God with You 
 
Psalm 145:13-21  
“God gives a hand to those down on their luck, gives a fresh start to those ready to quit.” (Psalm 145:14, 
The Message) 
 
John 8:1-11 
“Go, and from now on, don’t sin anymore.”(John 8:11b, Common English Bible) 

Hebrews 10:22-25  
“Let’s also think about how to motivate each other to show love and to do good works. Don’t stop 
meeting together with other believers, which some people have gotten into the habit of doing. Instead, 
encourage each other, …” (Hebrews 10:24, Common English Bible) 
 
Consider this: 
 
You may select from the three passages listed, or use all three in today’s readings. As you prepare your 
sermon, consider this: 
 
God gives us all the chance to begin again. No matter who you are, or what you’ve done, it’s never too 
late to receive God’s forgiveness and start over. Mistakes and past sins can become informative 
catalysts to a new way of life, with God – The Great Recycler – taking our trash and making something 
beautiful. We find countless examples throughout Scriptures. Consider the repentant thief on the cross 
beside Jesus who was promised paradise; the woman caught in adultery who, by Jesus’ words and 
actions was given a sentence to live fully, rather than die; or King David, whose sins were great, yet 
whose legacy of repentance and faithfulness remains. For further reflection on God’s mercies, read 
Psalm 103:6-18. 
 
Now read John 8:1-11. Put yourself in the mindset of those ready to give up on this woman and execute 
a death sentence. To them, she offended God and community through her actions, and their response 
was to end her life. While we might not be able to identify with condemning someone to death, we 
sometimes do that in community by emotionally distancing ourselves from a person or negating their 
desires. These actions can signify death as they put a stop to dreams and limit a person’s potential. 
 
Jesus could see this woman, not just for who she had been, but also who she could be. He reminded 
others of who they were as well, thus creating an empathetic bond between them and the woman. They 
were all in the same boat, so to speak, and thus could not condemn one another. As Jesus sent the 
woman back into community, he turned a new page in her life – giving her the chance to “go and sin no 
more.” 
 
Now think about community in the United States. Parents are getting ready to send children back to 
school, dealing with the joy and anxiety of possibilities and, perhaps, financial burdens. Children are 
thinking about school – wondering who their teachers will be, if they’ll have friends in the same classes 
and if they’ll fit in. The stones ready to be thrown are those that defy great expectation and hope for 
one another. It’s easy to join others in stone-throwing. It takes courage and hope in Christ to help 
someone see the potential God has placed within. We need Christ-like eyes to see the fullness of who a 
person is called to be. 



 

  2 

The preached message should highlight how God works in new situations to bring new results. No 
matter who you are – whether a child starting kindergarten, or an older adult embarking on an 
unfamiliar journey, new adventures await. Change can bring fear and anxiety, but holding one another 
in active support can overcome destructive emotions so dreams are realized. 
 
Prepare Laity 
 
This Sunday, consider worship an environment where God and participants are welcomed with great joy 
and love. Prepare greeters to be ready at the door and in the parking lot to receive newcomers and 
longtime members. United Methodist Communications offers welcoming resources at 
http://www.umcom.org/site/c.mrLZJ9PFKmG/b.6372735/k.EEFE/Welcoming.htm that you can share 
with laity. Schedule a prayer vigil before starting this series and back to school to usher in the “new 
year.” The Living Prayer Center offers a wonderful resource to help with the planning. 
 
Also, plan a morning of preparation one Saturday to get people rallied around the cause. Use the gifts of 
your congregation to make a big splash. Include everyone. Sometimes people are just waiting to be 
asked and noticed. You never know the untapped gifts of people. God may have given you a gold mine 
of gifts that you haven’t even noticed. 
 
Prepare Setting 
 
Consider your worship setting and how it can be “dressed” for the occasion. Some people are visual 
learners and will be stirred by images at the altar and down the halls. Invite youth and young adult 
leaders to participate in preparing the sanctuary and entryway. I typically think of this work as setting 
the table for God’s feast – creating a welcoming and hospitable environment for God to do the work of 
feeding persons. Care and attention are needed in this area! 
 
Worship Resources: 
 
Opening Prayer 
 
God of great possibilities, 
  help us to become aware of your presence 
  in this time and setting. 
Let us dream for others and ourselves 
  for your glory and the well-being of creation.  
By your grace, possibilities exist, 
  and by your empowerment, dreams become real. 
We pray in the name of the Living Christ. Amen. 
 
Responsive Reading 
 
Leader: In Christ, past mistakes and failures do not have control.  
All: In Christ, forgiveness, possibilities and dreams are made real. 
Leader: Merciful God, forgive us for clenching our fists in anger and ineffectuality. 
All: Open us to the love that knows no bounds, that moves us out of comfort into risk. 
Leader: And when our own strength becomes fragile, 
  

http://www.umcom.org/site/c.mrLZJ9PFKmG/b.6372735/k.EEFE/Welcoming.htm
http://www.umcom.org/atf/cf/%7B60C02017-4F6A-4F3B-883A-4AFAECE1182F%7D/Prayer_Vigil_Guide.pdf
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All: Let us rely more fully on you, through whom all is possible. 
Amen.  
 
Benediction 
 
May God who always remains faithful, lead you in faith to live out your gifts, that others who receive 
them are empowered to do the same. Go in peace. Amen. 
 
Musical Possibilities from Sacred to Secular (These are examples of songs that connect to different 
generations, and should help with online or face-to-face discussion.) 
 
“This is a Day of New Beginnings” Brian Wren/David Ashley White 
“Today is the Day” Lincoln Brewster 
“A Beautiful Day” U2 
“The Other Side” Wynonna Judd 
“New Soul” Yael Naim 
 
Social Media 
 
Be sure to use Facebook and Twitter to reach beyond your church building. Here’s some messages for 
the week (pre and post sermon). Feel free to edit and make your own! 
 
Pre-Message 

Facebook:   Dr. Martin Luther King had a dream birthed out of “creative struggling.” How do 
your dreams fare in uncertain times? 

 
Twitter: Aerosmith isn’t the only one who gets to #dreamon. (Include your congregation’s 
website address. Use tinyurl.com to shrink url size.) 

 
Post-Message 

Facebook:   Boogey man, new school or unemployment – fear is the same at every age. Where’s 
your safe place? 
 
Twitter: Today’s a new day. Let go of #fear & #startover. (Be sure to include your congregation’s 
website address. Use tinyurl.com to shrink url size.) 

 
Sermon Response 
 
After the message, include a time for response.  Here are a few ideas.  
 

1. Many congregations participate in backpack blessings. Some purchase backpacks (with supplies) 
to help families with that expense. Others invite children and youth to bring their already- 
purchased backpacks to be blessed. See what other United Methodist churches are doing: 
http://www.interpretermagazine.org/interior.asp?ptid=43&mid=14274. Extend the love of 
Christ beyond your sanctuary walls by doing something in partnership with your local school 
district. If you follow this idea, you may have children and adults come forward with backpacks 
for a blessing and/or to receive gifts at the altar. 

 

http://www.interpretermagazine.org/interior.asp?ptid=43&mid=14274
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2. Following the sermon message, consider having a time of music during which everyone writes 
short messages of encouragement on cards (distributed through the bulletins) to be collected 
with the offering. Those cards could be placed on a church bulletin board for anyone needing 
encouragement. That same area could become an encouragement corner with materials like 
CareNotes, The Upper Room daily devotional and other items for anyone struggling. Be sure to 
include all age groups in your work. 
 

3. Invite the youth or children’s ministries coordinator to plan a sermon response based on his or 
her work and goals for the year. Unleash creativity! 

 
 
The following is for use with the Multimedia Bundle available at www.umcom.org/afreshstart.  
 
Video Reflections (Video is included in the multimedia bundle.) 

In the accompanying multimedia bundle, “Back to School Help” demonstrates the innovative ways that 
we can be in ministry with our communities. From the three passages listed for today, what Scriptural 
elements do you see exemplified in this story? Beyond these three passages?  
 
What do you think it means for low-income families to get this type of help from the church? Can you 
relate to needing help, but feeling afraid to let others know? How can respect for those asking for help 
bridge that kind of possible embarrassment? How can you help persons feel that they are in ministry 
WITH you, rather than simply objects for your ministry?  
 
Back-to-school needs are ongoing throughout the year. Imagine what new ministries your church may 
be able to offer its community. Consider applying for an Impact Community grant. Learn more at 
www.umcom.org/impactcommunity.   
 
Direct Mail 

A Fresh Start multimedia bundle offers customizable graphics for direct mail so you can invite new 

persons to your faith community. Contact your Conference communicator or United Methodist 

Communications if you need guidance. You can also distribute printed direct mail cards to church 

members and challenge them to share with at least five persons. Invite them to write contact 

information on the cards in case someone needs directions, or has questions. 

Door Hangers 

Have fun distributing these around your community. In addition to customizing the print, challenge your 

members to customize their approach as they go out in teams to distribute. They can offer to pray with 

persons; give them apples (or other school-associated snack); pencils with your church’s name, email & 

phone number; or sing a song like they’re Christmas caroling. Check out this list of back-to-school songs: 

http://www.bostonchildrensmusic.com/back-to-school-songs/.  

  

http://www.onecaringplace.com/Default.asp?sid=P4733105&eid=GL123107018&utm_source=google&utm_medium=cpc&utm_term=carenotes&utm_campaign=abbey%20press%20google&gclid=COOnr4K99KgCFYPD7QodD1eASg
http://www.upperroom.org/devotional/
http://www.umcom.org/afreshstart
http://www.umcom.org/impactcommunity
http://www.bostonchildrensmusic.com/back-to-school-songs/
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Invitation Cards 

These wallet-size invitation cards are great for adults to carry and hand out in daily life. Challenge your 

members to leave one on the table along with a generous tip when eating out; in the grocery store, gas 

station, etc. to an employee; or at a local coffee shop, perhaps on their bulletin board. 

Worship Graphics 

The title slide can be used to promote the series on your website. Also consider using it as a profile 

picture on Facebook to promote the series. Set up a Facebook group with the same name and engage 

people in the topics online. Consider starting a topical blog through WordPress that would help the 

messages live beyond Sunday morning. Use the worship graphics to create a visual reminder of the 

series. 

Bulletin Covers 

If you don’t want to depart from a specific bulletin format, consider using the bulletin cover image on a 

half–sheet of paper with questions about the topic on the back. People can use that side to take notes 

and recall their “aha” moments throughout the week.  

Newspaper Ad 

Run an ad in your local paper to invite newcomers to both worship and other church activities. 

Sometimes, it’s easier for people to meet the church outside of worship to form new connections. 

Newcomers may have questions about dress code, style of worship, etc. If you’re planning a back-to-

school bash, include it in your newspaper ad. Prepare event greeters beforehand, and equip them with 

the invitation cards to connect with worship. Visitors will see a fuller picture of church in both a casual 

and more formal setting.  
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A Fresh Start, Week 2 
Fitting In or Becoming Fit: Self-Acceptance, Peer Pressure and Self-Worth 
 
Psalm 139 
 
“God, investigate my life; get all the facts firsthand. I’m an open book to you; even from a distance, you 
know what I’m thinking.”(Psalm 139:1-2, The Message) 
 
John 5:1-17 
 
“You did not choose me. I chose you and sent you out to produce fruit, the kind of fruit that will last.” 
(John 5:16a, Common English Bible) 
 
1 Corinthians 12: 12-31 
 
“But God has put all parts of our body together in the way that he decided is best.” (1 Corinthinans 12: 
18, Common English Bible) 
 
Consider this: 
 
God, who knows all about us, distributed gifts to be used to fulfill needs of humanity and creation. When 
self-esteem is diminished, or peer pressure makes us want to conform, we deny both the world’s needs 
and God’s gifts. God didn’t make us to fit in. God made us distinctly and creatively to make a difference. 
 
You may choose from three Scriptures for this week. 1 Corinthians 12:12-31 works well with the video 
clip included in the multimedia bundle. The video shares a story about an older adult who uses his gifts 
to help children get bicycles and friends through a cycling club. This passage, combined with that video, 
demonstrates God using gifts at all ages to bless others. Additionally, as you prepare for the sermon, 
think about the youngest or the least prominent in your community and how their gifts should be 
honored. Aesop’s Fable, “The Lion and the Mouse,” illustrates this point well: 
http://www.longlongtimeago.com/llta_fables_lionmouse.html. 
 
We can imagine the context of 1 Corinthians 12:12-31and what prompted Paul to address the church of 
Corinth in this way. Today, people still jockey for position. Some look to be the head of the pack, while 
others go unnoticed, or worse, are shunned. We see this echoed in church, home, work and school. The 
actions of bullies linger and echo in the mind, sometimes well into adulthood. This can lead to 
depression – which is a bully of sorts – keeping one out of life’s playground. 
 
The local church should be countercultural in the sense that the least can serve and be elevated to 
places of prominence. The church should never be seen as a place where those of high social esteem are 
held in higher rank than others are regarded. Consider James 2:1-7. The church should see with spiritual 
eyes, identify abilities, be a resource and develop the gifts of those present. Those gifts, when used 
wisely, can transform the world and help make disciples for Christ. 
 
Think about those present in your community. Read local news, go to the park, sit in a local bar and 
listen. What do you hear? For what do people yearn? How will you, by grace, show them the way to life? 
Perhaps you have children whose self-esteem is lacking because “all the other kids” wear certain brands 
of clothing and they can’t afford them. Think about the child whose parents are divorcing, and never 

http://www.longlongtimeago.com/llta_fables_lionmouse.html
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both show up at any school gathering. Or what about the adults who can’t be there for their child 
because they must work to pay the bills? Make sure your finger is on the pulse of community. Christ is 
there in that beat, and you should be too. 
 
Today’s message should affirm all persons and challenge them to use their gifts to benefit others and 
the world. Think about the gifts of each person and how God might want to see them used. Consider the 
greatest gift of all – the love embodied in Jesus Christ. Don’t we want to see one another and the world 
using up every last ounce of goodness from that gift? Convey confidence in God’s gifts to others. Leave 
room for the Holy Spirit to move the people. 
 
Prepare Laity 
 
Share with the church (through the newsletter, weekday gatherings and more) the topic for this Sunday. 
Ask them to participate by writing notes to one another about personal gifts they see. Set up a mailbox 
system (in your encouragement corner) to share these notes. Be sure to have an individual or a group) 
oversee this .You would not want to omit anyone. You can’t do it all, and you shouldn’t try. God wants 
us to tap into the range of gifts expressed in the Body. Equip and empower the laity to help in the ways 
they can. 
 
Prepare the Setting 
 
What represents the gifts of your congregation and its community? Invite someone to create an altar 
display of the gifts that are present, but not necessarily used fully. For example, if you live in an 
agricultural community, perhaps you display harvested corn, planting tools and so forth. Look at the gifts 
and talents of your church members and show how they meet the community’s needs. The altar images 
should invite worshippers to expand the gifts’ usefulness. People lay their gifts at the altar, and God 
blesses and multiplies the gifts.  
 
Worship Resources 
 
Opening Prayer 
 
God of creation, 
You have shared your sacred image with the world  
  through us. 
Give us eyes to see, and ears to hear 
   your voice. 
Help us connect with you 
   in whom our true identity is found, 
  so you are revealed and your glory proclaimed. 
In Christ’s name, we pray. Amen. 
 
Responsive Reading  
 
Leader: Look in unexpected places to discover God’s gifts! They are often hidden in our own backyards. 
Children: In us! 
Older Adults: Or in us! 
Youth/Young Adults: Don’t forget us! 
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Leader: God improves spiritual sight to recognize gifts as we draw nearer  
 through the Holy Spirit. 
All: May we unite in prayer and deed to see God among us, and strengthen God’s work through us. 
Amen. 
 
Benediction: 
 
Go, surrounded in the fullness of God’s mercy to convey love to the downhearted and marginalized. 
Include others as God has included you in his love. Embrace that love and let it overflow. Go in peace. 
Amen. 
 
Musical Possibilities from Sacred to Secular (These are examples of songs that connect to different 
generations, and should help with online or face-to-face discussion.) 
 
“How Can We Name a Love” Brian Wren 
“Does Anybody Hear Her?” Casting Crowns 
“Walk On” U2 
“Heart of Gold” Neil Young 
“Believe Me” Demi Lovato 
 
Social Media 
 
Be sure to use Facebook and Twitter to reach beyond your church building. Here’s some messages for 
the week (pre and post sermon). Feel free to edit and make your own! 
 
Pre-Message 

Facebook: How do you withstand peer pressure?  
Twitter: You weren’t made to fit in. You were born to make a #difference. (Be sure to include 
your congregation’s website address. Use tinyurl.com to shrink url size.) 
 

Post-Message 
Facebook:  Your gifts are unique. What makes you want to share them? What makes you want 
to keep them to yourself? 
Twitter: Are you still unwrapping the #gifts you were born with? (Be sure to include your 
congregation’s website address. Use tinyurl.com to shrink url size.) 

 
Sermon Response: 
 
To be a Christian means living the love of Christ in community. Christianity is not about a set of beliefs 
contained in one’s head and heart. Christianity, at its best, demonstrates God’s transformative grace 
that empowers us to follow the way of Jesus. This means putting gifts to use! Consumer-driven society 
can lead people to believe they should be served, even in church. Consider the roles of members and 
encourage each one to be active in serving God. From prayer and giving, to local and global missions, the 
ways of serving are numerous and multifaceted.  
 

1. Think creatively about new ways to connect people with ministries after today’s service. 
Consider a ministry fair that shows small-group and mission opportunities. Include a café style 
environment where those who wish to start new ministries can meet and dream. Encourage 
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them to work together in discernment, planning, funding and implementation.  
 

2. Get to know the community’s needs through research. United Methodist Communications can 
assist, and many conference offices have that ability. Your findings may suggest new ways your 
congregation can serve in active love to those hurting and in need. If you have gathered that 
data, share it and enter into prayerful discernment. 
 

3. As you start the school year, remember to address bullying and its impact. Perhaps the children 
and youth ministries teams could host an activity on this day to address this subject.  

 
 

Video Reflections (Video is included in the multimedia bundle.) 

In the multimedia bundle story “Bikes Build Self-Esteem,” Dick Banks talks about helping children rise 

above the “bad stuff” going on. This week’s topic is about becoming fit as opposed to fitting in. How do 

you see this bike program helping form Christian community, as well as physical fitness?  

This story illustrates the ways that people can use their passions to help others, and the importance of 

encouragement. How does sharing one’s passions provide even more energy to the person who is 

sharing?  

Explore the three Scriptures for today, then ask participants to make a list of the gifts they see in others 

in the room and in the church. Invite them to share what they see in others. People need to be 

encouraged, and they often need to be asked to share their gifts. Consider how you can both encourage 

and include new persons in ministry. 
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A Fresh Start, Week 3 
When the Lead Breaks: Dealing with Disappointment  
 

Psalm 121:1-8 

“He won’t let you stumble, your Guardian God won’t fall asleep.” (Psalm 121:3, The Message) 

OR 

“God will not let your foot be moved; the one who keeps you will not slumber.” (Psalm 121:3, An 

Inclusive-Language Lectionary) 

Mark 4:35-41 

 “Jesus asked them, ‘Why are you frightened? Don’t you have faith yet?’’” (Mark 4:40, Common English 

Bible)  

2 Corinthians 4:7-12 

“We are harassed, but we aren’t abandoned. We are knocked down, but we aren’t knocked out.” (2 

Corinthians 4:9, Common English Bible) 

Consider this: 

Often, we start out with high hopes, only to have them dashed by things that get in the way. Whether 

the situation is a child whose grades turn out not to be what they had hoped, an adult who gets passed 

by for promotion or hiring, or someone caught off guard by a scary prognosis, we all face 

disappointment, fear and rejection. When these times come, where and to whom do we turn?  

Today’s Scriptures demonstrate that disappointment comes, yet God is present to help us. With God, 

and in Christian community, a person can rise above life’s difficulties. Modern-day stories of God’s 

empowering grace echo Scriptures of those who turned to God for help and whose cries were heard. 

God is faithful, and in human disappointment, there is no better place to turn. 

The Gospel selection illustrates God amid life’s storms. In the boat, the disciples could see and hear 

Jesus; yet, even with him so near, they faltered in faith. Jesus calmed the storm and questioned their 

faith questioned. If you let the imagination go, you can think of the disciples gathering to discuss what 

had happened, how scared they had been and how embarrassed they were because of it. Perhaps they 

didn’t realize Jesus’ power until that moment, but they witnessed it together, and there was no denying 

what had happened. Creation had stopped to listen to Jesus’ call and command. Those who knew Jesus, 

realized they only knew a part of him. There was so much more to be understood and experienced. Isn’t 

that true for all of his disciples, even today? 

As the disciples went on their way, they could have relied on Jesus changing all external circumstances 

to fit their plans, and ultimately even his own physical needs. Yet, this did not always happen. Pain, 

discomfort and disappointment continued to exist. The disciples had to wrestle to make sense of it – 
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why sometimes, external circumstances change, and sometimes, they do not. Amid these challenges,  

faith in Christ makes the difference. Faith helps us overcome hurdles and even triumph. 

Prepare Laity 

Invite the laity to consider ways they can support one another through disappointment. Many will think 

of times they’ve supported each other during a crisis or tragedy. Yet, we don’t need to wait until 

something major happens.  Christian community can be supportive during life’s little disappointments as 

well. In fact, sometimes the buildup of small disappointments leads a person to crisis. Faith can be 

strengthened as much by the pebbles under one’s foot as the large stones and caverns that block a path. 

Encourage the laity to be accountable to one another. See the model for Covenant Discipleship at the 

General Board of Discipleship.  

Prepare Setting 

Invite the children’s ministry to set the worship area for today. The leaders of that ministry should work 

with the pastor and other worship leaders to ensure the messages of spoken word, song and visuals 

connect.  

As you prepare, think of this scenario. Remember taking a test when you were a child and the lead 

breaking on your #2 pencil? Remember the worry over raising your hand to ask if you could get up to 

sharpen your pencil? Or, what if it was a mechanical pencil and you ran out of lead? At the time, it may 

have felt as if your whole world was about to collapse; yet as an adult, this barely seems worth 

mentioning. Yesterday’s worries often are gone by the morning. Develop a setting with which all ages 

can identify. Infuse that setting with images of Christ’s presence – perhaps with paintings of Jesus, a 

cross, a small waterfall (living water) or even peace signs (Prince of Peace). Allow creativity to flourish. 

Worship Resources 

Opening Prayer 

Merciful God, 
In the midst of life’s great possibilities, 
  we encounter difficulties, disappointments and challenges. 
We know you have gone before us to prepare the way, 
  and you are with us wherever we go. 
Yet, we sometimes falter in the dark and grasp onto temporal relief rather than onto you. 
Guide us this day to recognize your presence and trust in your strength. 
As one people, let us draw nearer to you. 
In Christ’s name. Amen. 
 

Responsive Reading 

Leader: God’s mercies are new every morning. 

People: For this, we are grateful. 

http://www.gbod.org/site/c.nhLRJ2PMKsG/b.5721277/k.5D40/Covenant_Discipleship.htm
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Leader: Though challenges and hardships may come, God’s faithfulness outlasts them all. 

People: God’s grace empowers us to be renewed. 

Leader: May we stand tall – outstretched to God and open to possibilities.  

All: Reaching up, we find our way and live beyond our means. Amen. 

Benediction 

Awakening to new possibilities, live your life so others see new mercies in you each day. Go in peace to 

make peace wherever you go. Amen. 

Musical Possibilities from Sacred to Secular (These are examples of songs that connect to different 
generations, and should help with online or face-to-face discussion.) 
 
“Hymn of Promise” Natalie Sleeth 
“Just a Little Talk with Jesus” Clevant Derricks 
“What Life Would Be Like” Big Daddy Weave  
“Falling Down” Bebo Norman 
“Everybody Wants to Be Loved” Ingrid Michaelson  
“That’s Just the Way it Is” Bruce Hornsby  
 
Social Media 
Be sure to use Facebook and Twitter to reach beyond your church building. Here’s some messages for 
the week (pre and post sermon). Feel free to edit and make your own! 
 
Pre-Message 

Facebook:   Why did God create two thorns for every rose? Or, How do you get past thorns to 
smell life’s roses? 
Twitter: #UMC isn’t just about getting your #life together it’s about getting #together for life. 
(Be sure to include your congregation’s website address. Use tinyurl.com to shrink url size.) 

Post-Message 
Facebook: What do you do when something or someone disappoints you? 
Twitter: #desperate times call for a church that gets it. #rethinkchurch with the #UMC (Be sure 
to include your congregation’s website address. Use tinyurl.com to shrink url size.) 

 

Sermon Response: 

Letting go of disappointment is difficult! People need God and Christian community. Think of your 

particular context, what people are going through and how they may want to respond. Here are a few 

ideas to get you started: 

1) Is there graffiti in your community? As gangs mark territory and property is devalued, it can take 

a toll on a community’s sense of identity. If your congregation is thinking about ways of making 

it through tough times to create a fresh start, consider putting a fresh coat of paint in places 
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that have been denigrated. Include a time of prayer wherever you go. Perhaps include a prayer 

walk through that community.  

2) Do your local schools have supplies for children who may have lost theirs or had them stolen in 

the first few weeks of school? Check to see if children can stop by a school “store” to get what 

they need. If no such thing exists, consider starting one. Children could receive “dollars” for the 

store based on good citizenship, grades and other factors. This can become a terrific connection 

with children and families – both in the church and beyond. 

3) Are drugs being sold in your community, and around the schools? Work with your local DARE 

(Drug Abuse Resistance Education) program to support awareness and discourage children and 

youth from joining gangs. When children and youth become disappointed with life, they may 

turn to gangs to fit in and drugs to help them forget their problems. Stand in solidarity with your 

community (and throughout your city) to help others see Christ offers another way. 

4) Choose what you will do for the community and let your sermon response allow people to come 

forward in commitment. Let them join hands and hearts to be Christ’s love for the world. 

Video Reflections (Video is included in the multimedia bundle.) 

In “Reversing Risks for Students,” we see United Methodist Christians working to help children of the 

working poor. These students are dealing with the day-to-day hardships caused by poverty, but they are 

not dealing with it alone. Discuss the importance of community, especially for the working poor. What 

services are needed which may be out of reach financially?  (Discuss cost of daycare, healthcare, 

education, etc. associated with children.)  

Read the scriptures for today. Rising above circumstances is much easier if there is a hand to help you 

up. As government cutbacks rise, how can the church demonstrate an alternative reality of love? How 

can your congregation share gifts to help the people of your community? 

On Pentecost Sunday, 2010, fire destroyed Branches United Methodist Church where this story took 
place. They are raising funds to build a new facility under the continued leadership of Kim King Torres, a 
Church and Community Worker with The United Methodist Church. She says, “This has actually been a 
time of growth for us. Branches kids who have grown up and moved away are coming back to ask how 
they can help.” Discuss this new chapter in their lives, and how that further reflects rising above 
challenges. For further information about Branches, go to http://sflum.org/. 

http://sflum.org/
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A Fresh Start, Week 4 
Each Day a New Beginning: Learning How to Begin Again 

Lamentations 3:23-33 

 

“The steadfast love of the Lord never ceases, his mercies never come to an end. They are new every 

morning..”(Lamentations 3:22-23a, NRSV) 

OR 

“God’s loyal love couldn’t have run out, his merciful love couldn’t have dried up. They’re created new 

every morning.” (Lamentations 3:22-23a, The Message) 

Psalm 96 
 
“O sing to God a new song; sing to God , all the earth!”( Psalm 96:1, An Inclusive-Language Lectionary) 
 
OR 
 
“Sing God a brand-new song! Earth and everyone in it, sing! Sing to God — worship God!” (Psalm 96:1, 
The Message) 
 
Mark 6:25-34 
“Instead, desire first and foremost God’s kingdom and God’s righteousness, and all these things will be 

given to you as well.” (Mark 6:33, Common English Bible) 

Consider this: 
 
A life of faith is based on call and response. God’s grace is the call, and human acceptance is the 
response. But it doesn’t stop there. Call and response happen repeatedly in life. So do new starts! By 
now, school is under way, and routines are established. The first tests have come and gone, and with 
them, a reality check. Goals can be difficult to reach! The gifts and graces given to each of us do not 
reduce the obstacles that get in the way. However, obstacles can help us refine gifts if we persevere in 
faith and hope in Christ Jesus.  
 
Lamentations reminds us that we begin each day with a blank slate. God’s mercies are as new as the 
morning dew. Mindfulness of that gift can help us establish a rhythm of hope and perseverance in our 
own lives as well as in the community. Forgiveness and forbearance should be common among 
Christians. The grace that empowers perfection in love establishes God’s reign on earth, “as it is in 
heaven.” As we receive God’s mercy, we should also convey it to others.  
 
While Lamentations tells of God’s mercies, Psalm 96 tells of human response to God’s faithfulness. We 
sing that new song when we tell stories of getting through with God at our side. At Sixty-First Avenue 
United Methodist Church in Nashville, Tenn., members adapted Psalm 124 to their context. Many of 
them were homeless; some were first-time visitors from the streets; others were neighborhood folk 
who’ve struggled with generational poverty. Their new song went like this: 
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We could never have made it without God. 
Listen up! Are you with me? 
We could never have made it without God. 
When all our enemies rose against us to beat us with more than just a rod, 
  we would have been lost, lonely, downcast or even killed. 
We felt like a child who had lost his parents, 
  filled with bitterness and hatred. 
After walking through the darkness for so long, 
  we have finally seen the light; we found that we were not alone. 
God was on our side all the time. 
Our God is an awesome God. 
If God be for us, who can stand against us? 
 

“After walking through the darkness for so long, we found that we were not alone. God was on our side 
all the time.” This recognition sometimes comes long after a battle has been won. We commonly only 
see God in reflecting on the past, rather than in the unfolding of it. During the writing exercise at Sixty-
First Avenue, I watched people come alive as they recounted what might have happened, “had it not 
been for the Lord.” This is part of beginning again – remembering where we have been and what we’ve 
come through. With that knowledge, we gain courage to go on in life, knowing God will meet us, 
wherever we go. 
 
What have the first few weeks of the school year held for your congregation? What triumphs? What 
tragedies? Count the large as well as the small. For what new beginnings do people yearn? In personal 
lives, or congregational life? Reflect on these as you prepare. 
 
Prepare the Laity 
 
As this service marks the end of A Fresh Start, invite lay leaders to pray about new beginnings. Ask them 
where new beginnings are needed in the life of the church. Help them to dream for the congregation 
and the community. Help them to recognize that sometimes failure is just one step on the way to 
meeting a greater goal – perhaps even the more authentic goal. If some ministries need to be set aside, 
are you ready to allow that to happen? Perhaps something new will come. Like the Gospel, A Fresh Start 
isn’t just about individual lives. It’s about community as well. 
 
Prepare the Setting 
 
A chalkboard may be a good visual for today, along with an eraser (to represent grace). Items that 
symbolize your congregation’s movement toward goals are also appropriate. Consider an alarm clock 
and a calendar to represent deadlines. These items can help people think about time as a gift, rather 
than expectation. If we treasure time, we will move forward as best we can rather than procrastinating. 
The Holy Spirit can be like the wind at our back, moving us forward. Invite your worship team to dream 
about the visuals associated with today’s message, and let creativity burst forth. 
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Worship Resources: 
 
Opening Prayer 
 
God of hope and second chances, 
  we’ve come here expecting to meet you 
  and in you, see new possibilities for ourselves and the world. 
Center us in your presence. 
Help us to breathe in your Spirit. 
Remind us of the things that delight you, 
  that we may find our true joy in pleasing you. 
We pray together in the name of the beloved Christ. Amen. 
 
Responsive Reading 
 
Leader: Repeatedly, you beckon us. 
People: As one and as many. 
Leader: We are called to do a new thing 
People: Fresh in the Spirit, empowered by God 
Leader: The past forms us, but does not complete us. In Christ, there is always a new beginning. 
People: May our faith grow in God and God’s ability to excel in love through us. Amen. 
 
Benediction 
 
May you go into the world, knowing newness of life! Let God’s mercies rain over you like a waterfall, so 
the world will experience the ripple effect of God’s love. Amen. 
 
Musical Possibilities from Sacred to Secular (These are examples of songs that connect to different 
generations, and should help with online or face-to-face discussion.) 
 
“Closer to Love” Matt Kearney 
 “The Climb” Miley Cyrus 
“Better Than” John Butler Trio 
“Ain’t No Mountain High Enough” Marvin Gaye and Tammi Terrell 
“Dream Big” David Cook 
 
Social Media 
Be sure to use Facebook and Twitter to reach beyond your church building. Here’s some messages for 
the week (pre and post sermon). Feel free to edit and make your own! 
 
Pre-Message 

Facebook: Don’t know where to start? Try, “In the beginning…”God makes all things new.  
Twitter: Don’t treat #grace like a #telemarketer; answer the call this time. (Be sure to include 
your congregation’s website address. Use tinyurl.com to shrink url size.) 

Post-Message 
Facebook: Life doesn’t have to be a gamble; every day offers a new beginning. What new thing 
are you doing? 
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Twitter: Did your #reality check bounce? We’ve all been there. Learn about #moving forward at 
#UMC. (Be sure to include your congregation’s website address. Use tinyurl.com to shrink url 
size.) 

 
Sermon Response 
 

1. Graduation happens at the end of a program to help people recognize their accomplishments. 
At graduation, people support and encourage one another. If graduation occurs in a Christian 
setting, participants thank God for the blessings of everything it took to make it happen. As you 
move from this series, think of the ways you can integrate some of these elements into today’s 
sermon response. Invite people to write notes to one another so the encouragement will 
continue. Letters to students studying away from home can help keep Christian community 
strong.  Adults who are going through job training or learning new skills should be a part of the 
focus as well. 

2. Following this theme, with graduation comes expectation. If you have learned something, you 
are expected to use it! Invite the congregation to collaborate with local girls-and-boys clubs to 
help raise hopes and help others achieve expectations. A YWCA  program called Girls Inc.  is a 
great way for young women to develop self-awareness and self-respect. Connect with a 
program like Girls Inc., or start your own ministry. Contact your conference office if you need 
assistance with Safe Sanctuaries and guideline setting. 

3. Look into Walk to Emmaus and Chrysalis dates and openings; then share information with your 
congregation. These programs help awaken the sleeping soul and foster Christian community.  
 

Video Reflections (Video is included in the multimedia bundle.) 

In the video “Refugee Rebuilds Life,” we see the story of Lieu Dea and his goal of using his education to 
help persons in Cote d’Ivoire. What learning opportunities have you been afforded? How do you use 
them to help improve the lives of others? Google “Cote d’Ivoire” and share updated information about 
the country. 
 
Reflect on today’s scriptures, in light of this story. How do you see God’s work unfolding through Dea’s 
life? What can we learn from his choices? 
 
Since this story was filmed, Dea has experienced kidney disease and is in need of a transplant. He 
continues to work from the U.S., sharing his passion for helping Ivoirians and agriculture ministry. 
Reflect on your community’s food needs. Many United Methodist congregations are sharing land for 
community gardening. Contemplate this type of project for your community. If this would not work, 
discuss other ways that you can empower persons through the old adage of “teaching a man to fish.” 
 


