Bethany Presbyterian, Johnstown, PA

Pandemic Service- Website
May 24, 2020
7th Sunday of Easter

CALL TO WORSHIP **
L:  At the presence of God, we rejoice:
P:  glorifying the One who is Parent of all orphans.
L:  In the presence of Jesus Christ, we listen:
P:  to the Voice who calls us to humbly serve others.
L:  Through the presence of the Holy Spirit, we speak:
P:  making God's love known to the world-forsaken in our midst.
*HYMN  
“Praise to the Lord, the Almighty”

1. Praise to the Lord, the Almighty, the King of creation!

O my soul, praise him, for he is thy health and salvation!

Join the great throng, Psaltery, organ and song, Sounding in glad adoration!

2. Praise to the Lord! Over all things he gloriously reigneth.

Borne as on eagle wings, safely his Saints he sustaineth.

Hast thou not seen How all thou needest hath been

Granted in what he ordaineth?

3. Praise to the Lord, who doth prosper thy way and defend thee.

Surely his goodness and mercy shall ever attend thee.

Ponder anew What the Almighty can do,

Who with his love doth befriend thee.

4. Praise to the Lord! Oh, let all that is in me adore him!

All that hath breath, join with Abraham’s seed to adore him!

Let the “amen” Sum all our praises again,

Now as we worship before him.

*CALL TO RECONCILIATION**

L: We know what we should do, yet don't. We know the words people need to hear, but utter the ones that hurt them.  Yet,
we also know that if we confess our failings to God, we will receive forgiveness and hope. Please join me as we pray together, saying,

*UNISON PRAYER OF CONFESSION**
God of glory: we are so busy watching the skies for signs of your presence that we forget to look around to see those we can serve in your name.  We are so intent on finding just the right way to tell someone off, that we forget the words of reconciliation you have taught to us.  We are so convinced we can figure out your schedule that we forget to open ourselves to the presence of your Spirit within us.
Mighty source of our lives, forgive us for all that we have done to others.  Fill us with the wisdom to resist evil in our lives and strengthen us in that faith which is given to us through Jesus Christ, our Lord and Savior.
Lessen the pain when we reach out to those who are hurting, and when we look for ways to bring restoration and healing where there is brokenness. We confess that there are times when we fail to recognize the suffering and needs of others and so forget to share your love revealed so clearly in Jesus. Forgive us when we happily accept the blessings of life while neglecting to serve as he served - with unconditional love, humility and compassion. Forgive us where we are weak and when we fail, and empower us with your Spirit to be strong, yet gentle, bearers of your love and compassion through our words, our actions and our lives. This we pray in Jesus' name. Amen.


*SILENT PRAYER OF CONFESSION

*ASSURANCE OF PARDON**
L; Beloved, do not be surprised.  Our God is gracious to all, restoring us to new life.
P: This is the good news which is for us, and for everyone we will meet in the days to come. 
L: Friends, Believe the Good News

ALL: In Jesus Christ we are forgiven. Amen

*GLORIA PATRI


#623
*THE PASSING OF THE PEACE

(Please greet your neighbor by saying, “The Peace of Christ be With You.”)

REDEDICATION OF SELF AND SUBSTANCE


Offertory


*Doxology


#625


*Prayer of Dedication**
Loving God, you pour out your grace upon us without reservation; help us to be as gracious and generous with our gifts and resources, so others might know you hope, your healing, your presence in their lives.  This we ask in the name of Jesus.  Amen.

LESSONS FROM THE SCRIPTURES


First Lesson

Acts  1: 6-14



6 So when they had come together, they asked him, ‘Lord, is this the time when you will restore the kingdom to Israel?’ 7He replied, ‘It is not for you to know the times or periods that the Father has set by his own authority. 8But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.’ 9When he had said this, as they were watching, he was lifted up, and a cloud took him out of their sight. 10While he was going and they were gazing up towards heaven, suddenly two men in white robes stood by them. 11They said, ‘Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking up towards heaven? This Jesus, who has been taken up from you into heaven, will come in the same way as you saw him go into heaven.’

12 Then they returned to Jerusalem from the mount called Olivet, which is near Jerusalem, a sabbath day’s journey away. 13When they had entered the city, they went to the room upstairs where they were staying, Peter, and John, and James, and Andrew, Philip and Thomas, Bartholomew and Matthew, James son of Alphaeus, and Simon the Zealot, and Judas son of James. 14All these were constantly devoting themselves to prayer, together with certain women, including Mary the mother of Jesus, as well as his brothers.

Second Lesson
1Peter 4:12-14, 5:6-11


12 Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal that is taking place among you to test you, as though something strange were happening to you. 13But rejoice in so far as you are sharing Christ’s sufferings, so that you may also be glad and shout for joy when his glory is revealed. 14If you are reviled for the name of Christ, you are blessed, because the spirit of glory, which is the Spirit of God, is resting on you.

6 Humble yourselves therefore under the mighty hand of God, so that he may exalt you in due time. 7Cast all your anxiety on him, because he cares for you. 8Discipline yourselves; keep alert. Like a roaring lion your adversary the devil prowls around, looking for someone to devour. 9Resist him, steadfast in your faith, for you know that your brothers and sisters throughout the world are undergoing the same kinds of suffering. 10And after you have suffered for a little while, the God of all grace, who has called you to his eternal glory in Christ, will himself restore, support, strengthen, and establish you. 11To him be the power for ever and ever. Amen.

Gospel Lesson
John 17: 1-11
17After Jesus had spoken these words, he looked up to heaven and said, ‘Father, the hour has come; glorify your Son so that the Son may glorify you, 2since you have given him authority over all people, to give eternal life to all whom you have given him. 3And this is eternal life, that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent. 4I glorified you on earth by finishing the work that you gave me to do. 5So now, Father, glorify me in your own presence with the glory that I had in your presence before the world existed.

6 ‘I have made your name known to those whom you gave me from the world. They were yours, and you gave them to me, and they have kept your word. 7Now they know that everything you have given me is from you; 8for the words that you gave to me I have given to them, and they have received them and know in truth that I came from you; and they have believed that you sent me. 9I am asking on their behalf; I am not asking on behalf of the world, but on behalf of those whom you gave me, because they are yours. 10All mine are yours, and yours are mine; and I have been glorified in them. 11And now I am no longer in the world, but they are in the world, and I am coming to you. Holy Father, protect them in your name that you have given me, so that they may be one, as we are one.

MESSAGE – Rev. Richard Donovan

SERMON IN A SENTENCE:  As Christians, even though we live "in the world," we have eternal life, glorify Christ, and enjoy God's protection.

Words mean different things in different circumstances.  When we say, the world, we usually mean the whole of our existence​​––the whole wide world.  We talk about seeing the world.  Some of us have traveled a great deal, but none of us have seen the whole world.  The world is a big place.

But other people use the phrase, the world, very differently.  Soldiers fighting in Vietnam talked about "going back to the world," by which they meant going home.  For them, Vietnam was not part of their world––it was just a place to which they had been sent for a year.  It was a strange and alien place––a place where people shot at you––a place where mines and booby traps killed your buddies.  They wanted to get back to their world––their home––their families––their loved ones.

When Jesus prayed for his disciples, he said:  "And now I am no longer in the world, but they are in the world, and I am coming to you.  Holy Father, protect them in your name that you have given me, so that they may be one, as we are one." (John 17:11)  Jesus was leaving the world, but the disciples were staying.  

When Jesus used that phrase, the world, he was talking about a strange and alien place––a place where the Evil One has great power––a place where Jesus' disciples would face hostility and persecution.  Jesus prayed that God would protect the disciples, who were staying in the world that he was leaving.

Of course, Jesus was not abandoning his disciples.  He had promised them that the Holy Spirit would come to strengthen them––to guide them––to comfort them––to empower them.  Nevertheless, Jesus was deeply moved by the prospect of leaving his disciples in such an alien world.

We can understand why Jesus was troubled.  We live in "the world," a place that is our home and, at the same time, a strange and alien place.  The world is a place where we have families and friends, but it is also a place where terrible things happen.  You have only to watch the news to see how terrible the world can be.  The news tells us of places like Afghanistan and Iran––cauldrons where trouble seems always to be brewing.  Afghanistan and Iran seem remote––another part of the world––but they also seem too near.  They affect us.  If the monsters can get loose in those places, where can we go to be safe?  Where can we go to feel beyond the reach of evil?  Where can we raise our children so that evil might not touch them?  There is no answer to that question, because there is no safe place.

But perhaps there is a safe place.  Jesus prayed that God would protect his disciples.  Perhaps the safe place is in the Father's arms.  Perhaps, even in the world, a place where evil springs to life in the most unlikely places, we can be safe if we are with the Father.  Jesus prays, "Holy Father, protect them in the name that you have given me, so that they may be one, as we are one."  We can affirm that.  We want God's protection.  We want God to protect us, and we want God to protect those whom we love.

But the world is still not an entirely safe place.  Christians still suffer.  Christians still die.  In many parts of this world, Christians are singled out because they are Christians.  Just as the Evil One singled out Job because he was a righteous man, so the Evil One singles out righteous men and women today.  Just as Job, a righteous man, suffered great loss because of the Evil One, so also righteous men and women today suffer great loss because of the Evil One.  Jesus never promised his disciples an easy life.  He promised them a cross.  He said, "If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross daily and follow me. (Luke 9:23)
If this is so, in what way does God protect us?  What does God's protection mean for us today?  Perhaps there is a clue in another of Jesus' sayings.  He said, "Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul; rather fear him who can destroy both soul and body in hell."  (Matthew 10:28)  Perhaps it means that God protects us at the core of our being!  Perhaps it means that, while God allows the Evil One to assault us, God protects us from soul-killing blows!

In this same prayer, Jesus talks about eternal life.  He says, "And this is eternal life, that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent."  When Jesus talks about eternal life, he means something entirely different than we usually mean.  Eternal, for us, means forever.  Eternal life means living forever.  We know that we will die, so eternal life cannot mean life forever as we know it.  Thank God for that mercy!  There is a time for living, and there is a time for dying.  None of us would choose to live this life forever if we knew what that would mean.  There is a time for going to the Father.

Jesus says, "And this is eternal life, that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent."  Jesus says that eternal life is not longevity, but is a relationship with God.  That relationship does not start when we get to heaven.  It has already begun for us.  It began for us when we became Christians.  We are already enjoying this eternal life––this relationship to God.  It is what the Jewish people called shalom.  Eternal life as Jesus understood it is living at peace with oneself and one's neighbor, because one is rooted solidly in a relationship with God.  It is that shalom––that eternal life–– that peace at the very core of our being––that God protects.  The Evil One cannot get in there.  

In his book, The Life God Blesses, Gordon MacDonald tells of visiting his grandfather in a nursing home.  The grandfather's mind was gone.  He could no longer remember Gordon's name––or even who Gordon was.  Each time Gordon would visit, he would introduce himself.  "Grandfather, I'm Gordon."  The grandfather would try to remember, and Gordon would say, "I'm Gordon, Donald's son."  Still the grandfather could not remember.

On one of his visits, Gordon told his grandfather that he had gone into the ministry.  He said, "I'm a pastor now of a wonderful congregation of people in Massachusetts.  I preach the bible to them every week.  Your prayers for me were answered."  His grandfather said, "Oh, that's good," but it was apparent that he did not really understand.

Before he left, Gordon said, "Grandfather, I'd like to pray for you."  The old man was pleased.  Prayer had been an important part of his life.  Gordon began to pray for his grandfather––for his health––for his grandfather to know that his family still loved him.  At the conclusion of his prayer, Gordon looked up to say goodbye.  But his grandfather was not ready to say goodbye.  His grandfather wanted to pray.

As the old man began to pray, his foggy mind began to clear.  He could not remember names and probably did not know where he was, but he knew God and knew how to talk to God.  Gordon listened, awestruck, as his grandfather prayed with great biblical cadences.  He thanked God for his love as shown through Jesus Christ.  He recounted the great biblical promises.  He challenged God to show mercy to a broken world.  And then he said, "And now, O God, I pray for…."   He paused and asked Gordon his name.  Gordon responded by saying his name.  And the prayer continued, "…for Gordon that You would bring upon him a heavy anointing of the prophet's power when he preaches the gospel.  And, O God, would You give…."  Again he paused to ask Gordon's name.  The prayer went on with several pauses to ask Gordon's name.  It was a mighty prayer––a towering prayer––a great prayer of blessing of an old man for his grandson.

Gordon came away from that visit deeply moved.  His grandfather had lost his faculties.  He did not know where he was––and he could not remember anyone's name––but he knew one thing.  He knew God, and that was all that mattered.  His body and his mind were failing, but his soul was healthy––full of grace and peace.

In Jesus' prayer, he talked about giving eternal life to all those whom God had given him.  Then he said, "And this is eternal life, that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent."  For Jesus, eternal life did not mean life without death.  It meant life with God.  Eternal life did not begin in the far distant future.  It begins in the here and now as we come to know God and to walk with him day by day.  When Gordon MacDonald visited his grandfather, he caught a glimpse of eternal life.  The old man's life-as-we-know-it was almost gone, but he had long since planted his feet in eternity––in relationship with God––and that was all that mattered.

In Jesus' prayer, he talked about the little band of disciples whom God had given him.  He said, "I have been glorified in them."  That was an astonishing statement, given the poor quality of Jesus' little band of disciples.  But Jesus had seen what would come.  He had seen that, after his resurrection, the disciples would catch fire.  He had seen that there would be people like Gordon MacDonald's grandfather––people who would glorify God in word and deed unto the end of their lives.

In Jesus' prayer, he prayed for the disciples.  "They are in the world," he said.  By that, he meant that the disciples were in a strange and alien place––a world that did not recognize spiritual values––a world in which people ignored God and went their own way––a dangerous world––a disturbed world.  He prayed that God would protect his disciples "so that they may be one."  Later in the prayer he revealed why he was so concerned that the disciples might have unity with one another.  He prayed that they might be one "so that the world may believe that you have sent me." (v. 21)

Gordon MacDonald's grandfather was in a strange and alien place.  He could no longer live in his own home.  He could no longer enjoy familiar furnishings and surroundings.  He could no longer live with his family.  But God was with him––and protected him––and gave him a deep kinship with a grandson whom he could no longer recognize.  God gave him a profound witness that will continue to strengthen his grandson long after the grandfather's death.

My prayer for you today is that you might enjoy that kind of eternal life.  My prayer for you is that you will be so steeped in your relationship with your heavenly Father that the Father might guide and guard you through each step of your life.  My prayer is that we might walk so closely with the Father that the Father might be glorified through our lives.  My prayer is that, through our witness, the world may believe in the Son, whom the Father has sent to give new life to our broken world.  

*AFFIRMATION OF FAITH  

The Apostles’ Creed

*HYMN 

“Guide Me, O Thou Great Jehovah” 
#51
Guide me, O thou great Jehovah,
Pilgrim through this barren land;
I am weak, but thou art mighty;
Hold me with thy pow'rful hand;
Bread of heaven, Bread of heaven,
Feed me till I want no more.

Open now the crystal fountain,
Whence the healing stream doth flow;
Let the fire and cloudy pillar
Lead me all my journey through;
Strong Deliverer, strong Deliverer,
Be thou still my Strength and Shield.

When I tread the verge of Jordan,
Bid my anxious fears subside;
Death of death, and hell's Destruction,
Land me safe on Canaan's side;
Songs of praises, songs of praises
I will ever give to thee.
PRAYERS OF THE PEOPLE

L: Hear our prayers, O Lord. 
P: And let our cry come unto Thee.

L: Let us bless the Lord! 
P: Thanks be to God.
PRAYER OF THE DAY** and THE LORD’S PRAYER

Giver of power and strength,
you take a rag-tag bunch
of denying disciples and
feckless followers,
creating a new community
of servants who seek
to do your will.

Keeper of all time,
you are enthroned on the
rubble of death's shattered power,
calling us to your side
and giving us a new vocation,
by which we serve the
broken of the communities
in which we live.

Constant Presence of hope,
you strengthen us so
we never give in while
confronted by evil;
you continually pray for us
that we never quit when
faith proves to be more
of a challenge than we imagined.

God in Community, Holy in One,
we lift our hearts to you,
as we pray as we are taught, (The Lord's Prayer)


*HYMN
“How Firm a Foundation”

#275



How firm a foundation, ye saints of the Lord
Is laid for your faith in His excellent Word
What more can He say than to you He hath said
To you who for refuge to Jesus have fled

Fear not, I am with thee; oh be not dismayed
For I am thy God and will still give thee aid
I’ll strengthen thee, help thee, and cause thee to stand
Upheld by My righteous, omnipotent hand

When through fiery trials thy pathways shall lie
My grace all sufficient shall be thy supply
The flame shall not hurt thee; I only design
Thy dross to consume and thy gold to refine

The soul that on Jesus has leaned for repose
I will not, I will not desert to its foes
That soul, though all hell should endeavor to shake
I’ll never, no never, no never forsake

*BENEDICTION/SENDING**
L:  The hour has come to go into the world,
P:  where our worship of God will continue in every moment of our lives.
L:  The hour has come to serve those around us,
P:  to shoulder the burdens of our sisters, to ease the pain of our brothers.
L:  The hour has come to glorify God,
P:  with our prayers as well as our praise, with songs as well as acts of service.

*CONGREGATIONAL RESPONSE  “My Country, ‘Tis of Thee”
#571
1. 1. My country, ’tis of thee,

Sweet land of liberty,

Of thee I sing;

Land where my fathers died,

Land of the pilgrims’ pride,

From ev’ry mountainside

Let freedom ring!

2. 2. My native country, thee,

Land of the noble free,

Thy name I love;

I love thy rocks and rills,

Thy woods and templed hills.

My heart with rapture thrills

Like that above.

3. 3. Let music swell the breeze

And ring from all the trees

Sweet freedom’s song;

Let mortal tongues awake;

Let all that breathe partake;

Let rocks their silence break,

The sound prolong.

4. 4. Our fathers’ God, to thee,

Author of liberty,

To thee we sing;

Long may our land be bright

With freedom’s holy light.

Protect us by thy might,

Great God, our King!

*Those who are able please stand.

**© Rev. Thom Shuman

ORGANISTS: John Griffin and Elaine Bilger
COMMISSIONED PASTOR: Denise Ann Todero

A young man was having trouble getting his act together, and decided to take out his frustrations on God.  He shook his fist at the heavens and said, "What a terrible world this is!  Even I could make a better world than this one!"  And then, from somewhere deep inside, he heard God's answer:  "That's what you're supposed to do."

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

If you can't feed a hundred people, then feed just one.

Mother Teresa

