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 Do We Really Want to Hear the Good News?
Colossians 3:10-17; John 1:1-18

Recently, I was searching for something in my old cedar chest that holds keepsakes
and heirlooms: treasures such as a ragdoll from my childhood, the outfits the boys wore
home from the hospital when they were born, blankets crocheted by my grandmother.
Inside that chest are links to beloved people and places of the past, bound together by
memory, stitched with love, and woven across generations.

I very quickly found what I was looking for, but you know how those things go: Once
the chest was open, I spent almost an hour removing each item, reliving cherished
memories, holding onto every person and moment in history they represent. As I reached
the bottom of the chest, I removed a large, heavy quilt–One would never call it
pretty–pieced together from scraps of flannel, wool, and corduroy, mostly in dark colors and
dull patterns, and clearly designed for utility rather than aesthetics. No, the quilt is not
pretty, certainly not crafted by an artist; but it is beautiful in the love and memories that it
holds, stitched by a woman intent on keeping her family warm against the cold nights on
a red-clay farm in Southeast Virginia, a woman who was crippled by polio, who birthed and
reared eight children, kept up a house, and worked the hard, stubborn soil alongside her
husband, all the while propped up on her wooden crutches–my great-grandmother, Iva
Thomas. I never knew Grandma Thomas. She died long before I was born, but by the
stories passed down and the photos that survive, I've always been aware of the influence
of this fierce, smart, seemingly undauntable woman whose tiny frame never reached five
feet tall, but whose legacy leaves an immense imprint across the pages of our family
history.

That night as I unfolded the quilt she fashioned at least a century ago, I marveled at
how, even with decades of use and the changing of hands several times, each square
remains securely in place, each stitch still in perfect alignment, all held together because
of the binding which has proved strong and true.

I don't know much about quilting, but I do know that no matter how intricate or simple
the pattern, what colors or fabrics are chosen, or the size of the piece, without a proper
binding, the layers simply will not hold together. The quilt handed down through my father's
family and that will one day be passed on to one of my boys, has endured because
Grandma Thomas knew that without a binding sturdy enough to last, the rest is just old bits
of cloth and a pile of batting.

I don't have any evidence that the Apostle Paul knew about quilting either. It is
historically possible that similar techniques for lining and insulating garments were used
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in the first century, and his tent-making trade, mentioned in Acts 18, likely involved some
sewing but was mostly weaving. But in today's Epistle Lesson from Colossians, what is
abundantly clear is that Paul knew well how to stitch together a diverse group of believers
to create community within the Body of Christ and how to weave images to convey the
message of the Gospel across times and cultures. 

To the believers in Colossae, one of the most influential cities in Asia Minor,  located
in what is now Turkey, Paul wrote these words from Colossians 3:10-17:

You have clothed yourselves with the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge
according to the image of its creator. In that renewal there is no longer Greek and Jew, circumcised
and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave and free; but Christ is all and in all!

As God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness,
humility, meekness, and patience. Bear with one another and, if anyone has a complaint against
another, forgive each other; just as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive. Above all,
clothe yourselves with love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony. And let the peace
of Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were called in the one body. And be thankful. Let
the word of Christ dwell in you richly; teach and admonish one another in all wisdom; and with
gratitude in your hearts sing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs to God. And whatever you do, in
word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father
through him.

As Paul did in nearly every place he traveled and to every church he wrote, here he
took on the primary task of proclaiming the Gospel, the Good News that in Christ, God's
love which was once thought to be reserved for those under the Law of the Hebrew
covenant, is now available to everyone. But he also wrote with another goal in mind: to
create community and fashion unity from people who were often different in ethnicity,
language, and culture; in religious background and political persuasion; in economic
opportunity and social status. In first-century Colossae, as it is in twenty-first century Rocky
Mount, building and maintaining a healthy and vibrant community despite our differences,
recognizing as brothers and sisters those with whom we disagree, and welcoming those
who are often found on the margins is the important and arduous work of faith.

Just as a quilt is formed by carefully stitching together scraps of cloth in various
textures, patterns, and hues with threads that are reliable and strong, so, Paul says, the
rich fabric of community is created when our differences are woven together with
compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, patience, forgiveness, peace, wisdom, and
gratitude. Above all, he writes, in order to bring about the renewal which creates the Body
of Christ, we must make sure that the binding holding it all together is love.  Without the
proper binding, over time, that quilt would become a pile of scraps. In much the same way,
without love, any attempts we can make at forming meaningful and lasting community will
unravel. 

Last week, I saw a post on social media that set me back on my heels. The post
linked the Gospel of Jesus Christ with condemnation of certain political and social
ideologies and groups of people, listing several hot-button social issues and groups  that
are often targeted with hostility.  It claimed that anyone who supports these people or
issues cannot preach the Gospel.  My response, at first, was anger, because such words
serve no purpose except to cause hurt and division and were being justified by invoking the
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name of the One whose coming we celebrate in this season, the very One who embodies
God's love not just for some, but for all the world. 

These messages are all around us. We don't have to look far to find people claiming
that God hates this group or condemns those people, that one can't be Christian and vote
this way or support that cause, that true Christians are identified by a narrow set of beliefs
and opinions. But in our free church tradition and in accordance with scripture, a person
needs to make only one claim of allegiance in order to be received in the Body of Christ.
When we baptize new believers, we ask them to profess one thing: Jesus Christ is Lord.
There may be other beliefs we hold as important, but none other is essential for faith in
Christ.  That, my friends, is the message of Christmas and the faith we confess: that Jesus
Christ is Lord!

When we consider the life and ministry of Jesus, and when we read Paul's words to
the Colossians and many other communities of believers, we cannot miss the message
that, in Christ, we are called to live in beloved community, to nurture unity not division, to
celebrate the beautiful diversity in which we are created in God's image not try to erase it,
and certainly not seek to obliterate anyone with whom we disagree.  When Paul writes that
in our renewed life in Christ "there is no longer Greek and Jew, circumcised and
uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave and free; but Christ is all and in all" (3:11), he
is not saying that the differences among us are eradicated. Instead, he is telling us that
within the Body of Christ, those differences are part of the pattern intended by God to
reflect God's image and are bound together by love, woven into one beautiful tapestry for
witness and praise to Jesus Christ our Lord. 

Though 2,000 years have passed, we still have so much work to do to overcome
these false messages that the Gospel is somehow only for people who think and look and
speak and love and worship like us. The work of the Gospel can be hard work because it
asks us to build unity by honoring our differences, to respond to one another in humility,
and to extend to others the same grace that God has so generously given to us. The work
of the Gospel, the Good News of Christ, is the work of building up, not tearing down; of
embracing those on the margins, not turning them away; of stitching community together,
not ripping one another apart. If Christmas really is about the incarnation of God's love for
all the world, then any message that excludes any of God's children as "outsiders" isn't very
good news at all.

Because of several mission projects our youth and children have done over the past
couple of years, many of you are familiar with the work of Welcome House, a network
sponsored by CBF of NC to provide assistance for those in need of temporary, emergency
housing.  Some of you have been part of helping to furnish the Welcome House Conetoe
which is supported by the work of Anna and LaCount Anderson. Others may be familiar
with Welcome House Raleigh, led by Kim and Marc Wyatt, to house refugee families in the
Triangle. The Wyatts have been ministering to immigrants and refugees faithfully for nearly
twenty years, but since this fall, as the need for emergency housing for Afghan refugees
reached a level of urgency, they have been mobilizing the resources of churches across
our state to meet the need. Since September, the Wyatts have partnered to open sixteen
new Welcome Houses, as well as locate available dorm and hotel rooms, to house over
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fifty family units from Afghanistan.  They provide support as these families escape the
threat of violence and starvation, helping them to find welcome in a new land, assistance
in navigating a new culture, and guidance as they find employment and education and
establish a new life for their families.  The Wyatt's Christian faith, and that of other
Welcome House partners and volunteers, does not require that they assist only those who
are like them, only those who share the same culture or language or religion. Instead, the
Wyatt's deep faith in Christ is precisely what guides them to extend welcome and embody
love to people who are unlike them in almost every way imaginable, save the most
important one: They, too, are beloved children of God. 

The Good News that we heard earlier in the opening words of John's Gospel and
which we celebrate today, is that Christ comes to us as a Light to dispel our darkness and
as the embodiment of the grace and truth of God, in order to make God known to us. The
coming of Christ is indeed Good News for you and for me. And because God calls us to
be clothed with new life in Christ and to live in community that is bound together in love,
the coming of Christ, as he works in and through us, should also be good news to the
refugee who arrives here with nothing but fear and trauma but clinging to the hope that
someone will offer kindness.

The coming of Christ should be good news for the single mother trying to keep her
children warm and fed, for the person wrestling with the hopelessness of an impossible
choice, or for the one facing the darkness of shame and regret.

The coming of Christ must offer good news to the person struggling to overcome
addiction, to the victim of domestic violence who is seeking safety, and to every soul
enveloped in a shroud of depression and despair.

The coming of Christ has to be good news for the young person searching for their
place in this world, looking for acceptance, questioning their sexuality, or doubting their
faith.

The coming of Christ should be good news for the creation that groans under the
weight of exploitation and neglect; for every person who struggles beneath a load of
unrealized dreams or languishing hopes; for every one of us who carries the burden of grief
or loneliness or anxiety.

If the coming of Christ does not ring out with good news that binds us to one another
in love, if it is not good news for all the world, then I have to wonder whether the message
we claim to share is really all that good.  The real question for us, as it was for Jesus' very
first disciples, as it was for the young church in Colossae, as it is for believers in all times
and places, is whether we are truly prepared to receive the good news that comes to us.
Do we really want to hear this Gospel that turns out to be good news, not only for us and
those like us, but for those with whom we disagree, those who are hard to love, and those
we may believe to be outside the reach of God's mercy? Are we truly prepared to receive
a Gospel that is good news for all the world?
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You see, the promise of Christmas is the best possible news for us, and for
everyone: that God shows up in all the dirty, lowly, difficult places we find ourselves; that
in Christ–Emmanuel, God with us–we find an image of how to live together with gentleness
and compassion, gratitude and forgiveness; and above all, that in God's infinite mercy, a
ragtag bunch of imperfect people, with all our flaws and frayed edges, all our
disagreements and divisions and pride, can be stitched together to form beautiful patterns
that reflect God's abundant grace, and that we can be woven into a community bound
together by love.  So, this Christmas and every day, let us hear and live and share the
Gospel, the wondrous news: Joy to the world, the Lord is come! Thanks be to God!

Prayer of Thanksgiving December 26, 2021

Our hearts abound with gratitude, Generous God, for gifts that flow from you
with such extravagance that we cannot keep track: for the birth of the One who
comes to save us; for the splendor of angel songs that heralded the birth and
transformed unsuspecting shepherds into evangelists of the wondrous news; for
unfailing love that refuses to abandon your people to a frightening world; for the
promise of life that challenges the finality of death; for joy in community and kindred
that we share; for your stubborn grace that pursues us and calls us to be agents of
your mercy; for blessings not counted because we lose sight of them in the midst
of our plenty.  For all these gifts that come forth from your gracious hand, we offer
our thanks and praise. 

In this season when gifts are opened and love is exchanged, keep us mindful
that you are the source of all abundance and worth.  In these days when families
have gathered and loved ones returned home, may we remember that Christ calls
us to this place where hospitality is extended to all.  In a time when anticipation
gives way to celebration, may we not lose sight of your continuing call to obedience
and devotion.  To those who still seek a sign of your love, may we be faithful
ambassadors  as we do justice and love mercy.  To those who lack the warmth of
home and friends, may we extend a welcome in your name.  Where the sounds of
war and discontent drown out Christ's call for peace, may we work for reconciliation
and love.  In the name of Emmanuel, who is the Prince of Peace.  Amen.
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