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Prayer Song: 
Together we serve, united by love, inviting the world to God’s glorious feast. 

We work and we pray through sorrow and joy, extending your love to the last and the least. 
 

 
Once upon a time a pumpkin farmer was strolling through his rows of beautiful green leaves. At 
the beginning of the season, the acorn-size pumpkins were beginning to add dots to the 
landscape. When the farmer glanced down, he happened to notice a clear glass jar, and curiosity 
got the best of him. He brought the jar over to one of his pumpkin buds, slipped the small 
pumpkin inside, and left it sitting there in the field.  
 
Months later in late September, right about now, with the experiment long forgotten, the farmer 
walked his land with great satisfaction as large, beautiful pumpkins covered the patch. Startled, 
he noticed the glass jar totally intact, yet completely filled up with the little pumpkin that grew 
inside. It was hard not to notice how the thin glass barrier defined the shape of the orange mass 
within. The pumpkin was only one third of the size it should have been. 
  
The problem for this little pumpkin is the same dilemma for many churches today. Rather than 
grow to their full potential based on their unique DNA, these congregations conform to the shape 
of external molds or models. These “glass jars” create invisible barriers for growth and 
predetermine the shape of ministry and community for thousands of churches across the country.  
 
So what if we break the jar? What if we make a deliberate decision to discard the mold and the 
expectations and the “We’ve never done it this way” attitude? What barriers do we need to 
remove so that we can celebrate the unique, organic, God-given shape of First United Methodist 
Church and see our future with new eyes?   
 
The early Christian church had its share of glass jars. The primary issue in the first century 
church was what to do with Gentiles, those people who were not Jews. Many of the leaders of 
the early church assumed that this new movement that Jesus started, which was called The Way, 
was only for Jews, not Gentiles. If Gentiles decided to become followers of the way of Jesus, 
they had to first become Jews, which meant being circumcised and participating in all the rites 
and traditions of the Jewish faith.   
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Even when the leaders of the early church heard that the Holy Spirit had been given to Gentiles 
they didn’t want to believe it. They could not envision a community of believers that included 
people who didn’t look, talk, dress, act, and eat like them. Gentiles were generally regarded with 
more fear and loathing than some people still view African Americans, undocumented 
immigrants, or gays and lesbians today.   

 
One of the roles of the Holy Spirit was to shake up those jars in the early church. After the 
apostle Paul was converted, he believed that his mission was to the Gentiles. And Peter, the 
leader of the early church in Jerusalem, had an experience at the Gentile Cornelius’ house where 
he saw the Holy Spirit being poured out on Gentiles. It completely smashed the glass jars of his 
prejudice against non-Jews. 
 
A jar-breaking, church-shaping crisis erupted over what to do with the Gentiles. So an apostolic 
conference was called in Jerusalem around 45 A.D. The conservative Jewish Christians felt that 
Gentiles had to be circumcised in order to be saved. Others, like Paul and Barnabas, did not 
believe that it was necessary for Gentile Christians to be yoked with the demands of the Jewish 
law. The fate of Christianity lay in the hands of the Jerusalem Council.   
 
Peter, who previously had leaned toward the conservative side, stood up and testified about his 
experience with Cornelius and how he now believed that Gentile Christians are saved by grace, 
not by keeping the Jewish law. Then James, the brother of Jesus, also in touch with the 
conservatives, made the great compromise breakthrough that allowed the gospel to explode 
throughout the Greek and Roman world.  
 
James’ proposal was that Gentile converts to Christianity had to abstain from only four things: 
sexual immorality, anything that had been sacrificed to idols, eating blood, and eating any 
creature that had been strangled. Why did the glass jar symbolizing the barriers between Jews 
and Gentiles finally break? Four reasons: 
 

1. The opposing sides agreed to meet and listen to each other. 
 
2. Their hearts were open to the fact that God might be speaking a new word for them. 
 
3. Those who had the most influence in the debate—Peter, Paul, and Barnabas—spoke from 

personal experience because their lives had actually been touched by Gentile believers.  
Consequently, they realized that keeping the Jewish law was not at the heart of the way 
of Jesus. No, the heart of the Christian faith is that we are saved by grace through faith in 
Jesus Christ as God’s son and spreading the gospel of love. If the Gentiles believe that, 
there is no reason they cannot be saved. 
 

4. The apostles were willing to meet at the center and compromise. 
 

What if we break the jar here at First United Methodist Church and in our own individual lives?  
If the early church could lay down their fears and misconceptions, how can we break out of the 
barriers that confine us to our own little world and hinder the unique expression of our 
fruitfulness? I’d like to make three suggestions. 
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First, if we are going to break the jar, we need to discover and truly see the people in our 
community who are in the most pain and minister to them. That means letting go of our 
assumptions about who we are as First United Methodist Church, the misconceptions that we 
have about others, and our limited vision of who God has called us to be. 
 
Who are the people most in pain here in Birmingham and the Detroit metro area? In case you 
haven’t noticed, we’re not the perfect, beautiful, contented, secure people that we and others 
assume we are. No, we are youth who are addicted to alcohol or drugs. We are families affected 
by divorce. We are the unemployed. We are seniors who are living alone and are lonely. We are 
veterans. We’re the working poor. We have no more health care.   
 
We’re victims of domestic violence or sexual abuse. We’re addicted to gambling and have lost 
everything. We’re undergoing treatment for cancer. We have unhealthy eating habits. We are 
battling chronic illness. We’re grieving the loss of a loved one. We are the disabled and the 
vulnerable. We are refugees finding their way in our country. We are the mentally ill. We are 
sexual offenders. We have dementia or care for people with dementia.   
 
You don’t think we have “those people” in our congregation and in our community? “Those 
people” are us. If you, a loved one, a family member, or friend doesn’t fit into any of those 
categories, blessed are you. But, beware, your time will come. We are all broken in some way. 
 
How is God calling us to break the jar? How is God challenging us to step out of the First 
Church “mold” and use our unique giftedness to go where people are hurting and provide 
ministry? How can we offer this beautiful facility as a resting place, a sanctuary, a source of 
hope, a place of gathering, a lighthouse, and a saving station for those most in pain in our 
community?    
 

We seek to become a beacon of hope, a lamp for the heart and a light for the feet. 
We learn, year by year, to let love shine through, until we see Christ in each person we meet. 

 
Second, in order to break out of the jar we are going to need a God-sized vision, a vision 
that simply won’t fit into a small jar that we can control. It’s going to need to be a vision that 
will stretch us and demand the passion and commitment of every single child, youth, and adult in 
this congregation on multiple levels. 
 
Do any of you remember the God-sized vision that this congregation had almost forty years ago?  
It was a time when First United Methodist Church had perhaps its greatest impact on the city of 
Birmingham. We have a wonderful senior housing complex right in downtown Birmingham 
called Baldwin House. There are 131 apartments in Baldwin House, 40% of which are reserved 
for low income residents. Baldwin House provides two home-cooked meals a day in a warm, 
inviting dining room. There is housekeeping service, a workout facility, a library, movies, 
computers, and secure entrances.   
 
If it hadn’t been for First United Methodist Church and four other courageous congregations, our 
city might look very different today. In the mid-1970s a small group of church folk, including 
members of First United Methodist Church, decided that there was a need for senior housing in 
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Birmingham. There was an immediate reaction from some citizens in town who did not want 
“those people” to come into our town and lower the standard of living.   
 
A first meeting was held in the summer of 1975, with First United Methodist Church, First 
Baptist Church, Embury United Methodist Church, and First Presbyterian Church participating.  
St. James Episcopal Church joined later. Representatives from these churches decided to form a 
non-profit group and put in a bid to the city to build senior housing. The churches were a driving 
force in this movement for affordable housing for seniors and saw it as a social justice issue. Not 
everyone in Birmingham was wealthy, and the town needed a place for people to live who did 
not have a large retirement income. 
 
Unfortunately, there was a huge push-back that pitted friends, neighbors and church members 
against each other. In 1977 a group of citizens began coming to city commission meetings, 
claiming that people from southern communities would come to Birmingham and take over the 
city. A mob mentality developed, which resulted in the recall of city commissioners. 
 
This prompted the federal government to investigate through the FBI and other agencies, and it 
was determined that the ousting of the city commissioners was due to race. In 1980 the Justice 
Department filed a lawsuit, the United States vs. the City of Birmingham, alleging that the city 
violated the Fair Housing Act with intentional and purposeful racial discrimination in obstructing 
the construction of senior housing. A judge ordered the city to end the discrimination, pay a steep 
fine, sell the proposed site to the four churches, and give them two and a half years to build the 
facility. 
 
It was not the proudest moment in our city’s history. Yet when Baldwin House was finally 
opened, it was inundated with people who wanted to live there. None of the unknown fears 
materialized, and the healing began. Today the five churches still comprise the board of 
directors, providing oversight and constant presence. Every Friday a board member joins the 
coffee hour at Baldwin House, listens to how things are going, and receives recommendations.   
 
Thank you, First United Methodist Church, for having a God-sized vision. Thank you for having 
the courage to break the jar of discrimination, to discard the mold, and to remove the barriers that 
prevented seniors from having affordable housing.   
 
The Jerusalem Council also broke out of the jar because after listening to each other, praying, 
and discerning, they formed a God-sized vision of a church where Jews and Gentiles alike could 
receive God’s grace and be disciples of Jesus Christ. It can happen anywhere, even here. What is 
the next God-sized vision in our future? 
 

We welcome the scarred, the wealthy, the poor, the busy, the lonely and all who need care. 
We offer a home to those who will come, our hands quick to help, our hearts ready to dare. 

 
Finally, if we are going to break out of the glass jar, we’re going to need some imagination.  
One of the most important gifts of a great leader is imagination, the ability to see and form 
mental images of what is not yet present. Throughout history, our world has been changed by 
people who imagined what could be and then found a way to make it happen. One of the best 
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things we can do for our children is to encourage their God-given imagination rather than stifle it 
as mere “make believe.”   
 
One time a mother asked Albert Einstein how to raise a child to become a genius. Einstein 
advised her to read fairy tales to the child. “And after that?” the mother asked. “Read the child 
more fairy tales,” Einstein replied, adding that what a scientist needs most is a curious 
imagination. It was imagination on God’s part that created you and me and this world. It was 
imagination that produced the compromise at the Jerusalem Council that enabled the Christian 
Church to grow like wildfire and reach into the far corners of the world. And it’s been 
imagination that has sparked the formation of so many unique ministries here at First Church.  
 
What do you imagine for First United Methodist Church’s future when you break out of the jar?  
What ideas do you have for how we can come alongside others in our community with grace and 
hope and engage them in questions of faith? What services for hurting people are not available in 
this community, and how can we make a difference? How can we cooperate more closely with 
other churches in the area?   
 
How can we create bridges to people who are not here yet with an invitation to come to First 
Church and see what God is doing? How can we creatively take worship outside the building to 
people who yearn for a connection with God but aren’t comfortable stepping foot in a church that 
looks like a church? William Arthur Ward, a great Methodist lay person of the 20th century, once 
said, “If you can imagine it, you can achieve it; if you can dream it, you can become it.” What 
will define our future as a congregation: our glass jars … or our imagination? What if we break 
the jar? 

 
Prayer Song: 

Together, by grace, we witness and work, remembering Jesus in whom we grow strong. 
Together we serve in Spirit and truth, remembering love is the strength of our song. 


