December 5, 2021 – 2nd Sunday in Advent (Consecration Sunday)
Title: “We Are Connectional People” (One Body with Many Members)
Luke 3:1-6 and 1 Corinthians 12
Focus: Preparing the way of the Lord is a (multi) group effort – not solo.

These words are very familiar. When we hear them we know that Christmas is near – 

· With help from Handel’s Messiah …(Isaiah 40:3-4) 
· Ev’ry valley shall be exalted, and ev’ry moutain and hill made low; the crooked straight and the rough places plain…prepare ye the way of the Lord
· “The glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all people (flesh) shall see it together….” 
Luke & Isaiah make clear that for the glory of the Lord to be revealed, preparations must be made… prepare ye the way of the Lord…
· So that…all flesh shall (may) see the salvation of God. 
· It’s a dream many of us share too…
This preparing the way of the Lord so that all flesh may see the salvation of God is not a solo job…
· We need each other – 
· Yet sometimes our cultural emphasis on individual achievement, individual recognition, etc., causes us to forget that the good works of peace, fairness, love – preparing the way of the Lord - et al, is a group effort. 
We each bring unique gifts which the whole needs.
· Reminds me of 1 Corinthians 12:20-22…
· …there are many members, yet one body. The eye cannot say to the hand, “I have no need of you,” nor again the head to the feet, “I have no need of you.” If one member suffers, all suffer together with it; if one member is honored, all rejoice together with it.
· Preparing the way of the Lord is a group effort – not solo.
The idea of each having a unique gift for the benefit of the whole applies to groups too –

· Each group brings unique gifts, experiences, histories, wisdom…that it can offer to the larger group to which it is a part…
The UCC has many members / parts – congregations, camps, mission sites, conferences, associations, the Pension Board, colleges, seminaries, the National Setting…
· They need to be connected so as to be about their larger mission and purpose -
· Preparing the way – so that all flesh shall see the salvation of God…
The nature of this connection is a Covenant; Covenant agreement is how we UCCers connect with each other in this bigger-than-one-person, bigger-than-one-congregation, mission to which God calls us.
A while back, a student minister at 1st Congregational Danbury, CT, named Greg Griffen, wrote an essay titled: “UCC is based on covenants, not hierarchy.” 

My denomination, the United Church of Christ (UCC), is not a hierarchy. Instead, the UCC and all its parts, and every UCC church and UCC entity, is based on agreements, or "covenants." In this respect, the UCC is different from many other churches and denominations. Because the UCC is not a hierarchy, there is no pope or cardinal or bishop with authority over the UCC or its bodies or churches.

There is no central authority that sends ministers to or from churches. 
· There is no central authority that determines a creed (set of beliefs) that governs the UCC or its churches. 
· No central authority establishes a governing doctrine for the UCC, or makes decisions about questions of faith that are binding within the UCC or upon UCC churches. 
· Instead, each individual church, and each of the supporting bodies of the UCC (local and national) is a free-standing entity formed and self-governed by agreement – (Covenant) - among its members.

Our faith ancestors, the Puritans, saw the church as being in a continuum with the ancient covenant between Israel and God -
· For this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, declares the Lord: I will put my laws into their minds, and write them on their hearts, and I will be their God, and they shall be my people. (Hebrews 8:10)

Covenant is a type of promise or agreement that recognizes the fact of freewill (freedom of choice), and calls us to awareness of how key relationships sustain our common life.
We UCCers are Covenant people. Our Covenantal relationships allow us to be intentionally inclusive and pluralistic. Being in covenant – a biblical concept – means that we agree to give up some of our autonomy so as to support one another. It means to acknowledge that God can teach and guide us through our sister UCC settings.
· Being in Covenant means that you’ve got a friend who will give up some of their freedom in order to be there for you, and that you can return the favor.

And yet, it can still sometimes feel like, “The voice of one crying out in the wilderness…” 

· Those of us in local churches can feel overwhelmed with all the problems in the world.
· So, the wider UCC extends our sense of Mission in the world thru ready-made ways we can plug-in… 
· So, when we want to help with hurricane relief, help to resettle Afghan refugees, go on Mission trips…
· When we want guidance, materials or opportunities for Christian education / Spiritual formation….
· When we want camps that offer faith-based high quality learning experiences in God’s natural world for our children (adults too)…

· Or clergy support groups

· When we want to gather with those of other congregations to learn and fellowship - Super Saturdays

· When we want our voice amplified for issues of wider concern or fairness that matter to us…
· When we are looking for Settled Minister – or an Interim Minister…

· And many more…
· Our covenantal connections with entities of the wider UCC help us understand what is happening in the world and give us channels to make a positive difference in the lives of others.
Our wider UCC connections also facilitate our participation in ecumenical partnerships too -
· Together We Thrive initiative focused on clergy leadership & development; 
· It’s a collaboration between the Southern New England Conference UCC, The Episcopal Diocese Of Western Massachusetts, And The New England Synod ELCA, Lutheran.
· International Partnerships - Haiti, Korea, Chile and Colombia
All of the above depend on our Covenant relationships…
· We are stronger together…
· Preparing the way of the Lord is a (multi) group effort – not solo.

And, of course, Covenant relationships themselves need tending to flourish.
Proportional Giving is a key way we attend to the health of these Covenant bonds we share 
· PG is the new way of funding our common mission through the Southern New England Conference (SNEUCC) that is faithful, covenantal, aligned with our Conference’s mission and core commitments, and based on an understanding of generosity rooted in scripture. 
· It is a financial expression of covenant commitment by local churches to support the Conference and National UCC ministries through sharing a percentage of local church income.
· It’s voluntary.
Where do these PG monies given to SNEUCC go?
The Southern New England Conference was founded on four vision priorities. Through the Proportional Giving monies given by individual congregations, the staff of the Conference is working to fulfill that mission in 4 key ways –

· (20%) Making disciples of Jesus – a primary reason the church exists;
· (10%) Making God’s love and justice real by loving our neighbors, children, and all of creation through our collective work, such as seeking racial, economic, environmental, and LGBTQ justice. 

· (31%) Bringing new life thru the growing and raising up of adaptive and transformative leadership capacity. 

· (25%) Forming covenant partnerships with all who work for the common good in their local communities and throughout the world. 

· (14%) Governance and Administration 
Covenant relationships need intentional cultivation and feeding to survive -

Today is Consecration Sunday – reminds us:
· That our financial giving is a key expression of our Covenantal relationships and how we value them – locally and more broadly;

· One’s personal giving can have value beyond CCEH when CCEH honors and actively supports its Covenantal relationships with our wider UCC entities – via PG;
· Council has made a determination of our 2021 PG contribution. 
· Next step is to extend this conversation more broadly throughout the congregation to determine to what degree we value and will support our covenantal wider UCC relationships for 2022 and beyond – Stay tuned!

“Every valley shall be filled, and every mountain and hill shall be made low (and the crooked shall be made straight) and the rough ways made smooth; and (so that) all flesh (may) shall see the salvation of God."

� Greg Griffen, in “Forum on Faith: UCC is based on covenants, not hierarchy,” March 4, 2011
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