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It’s always good to be here in this sanctuary.  Many of us come into the sanctuary on Sundays 
out of habit, and I believe very deeply that going to church is a habit, thus when we stay at 
home on Sundays we easily get out of the habit, but most of you are very much committed to 
the habit.  Pastors really rely on that you are habitual in coming to church.   
  
One of the things about coming to church on Sunday, especially at this moment in history, is 
that we live in incredibly exciting times.  We really live in a moment in history which is 
exciting.  It is also a time for many of us that has a frightening aspect to it.  We are frightened of 
many things, many changes that are happening, many worldly issues that are going on every 
day in our world, but this is an exciting moment in history and, as people of faith, part of our call 
is to be people of incredible hope.  We, as followers of Christ, as members of the church of 
Jesus Christ, are to be people who are filled with hope and promise based on our faith because 
one of the foundational beliefs of the Christian tradition (and really of the Jewish tradition, too, 
and other faith traditions) is not simply that God works through individuals as if our faith is all 
about me and God and nothing else.  It is about that—our personal relationship with God, but 
traditional Protestant Christianity, of which we are a part, has believed for an eternity that God is 
active in history.  God is moving and on the move and at work through recurrence of history, 
and right now God is at work.   
  
In our traditions, God works not alone simply.  God works in covenant with God’s people, so in 
the Old Testament, in particular, God worked in covenant with the Israelites, with the nation of 
Israel and Judah and, later on, Israel.  There was this never-ending covenant that God had with 
His people, and Israel was to show to the world what God was doing, and God was doing 
incredible things.  This was testified in so many scriptures, in our Hebrew scriptures, our Old 
Testament, that God works through the people of Israel, and if you read any of that, you know 
that some of the work that the Israelites did was riddled with good moments and bad moments, 
moments of great faithfulness, and moments of great idolatry and wandering in the wilderness 
and so on.  As Christians we believe that God works through us, through the church, not just as 
individuals but as the church.  One of the images in the New Testament, especially in the Book 
of Revelation among other places, is that Jesus is married to the bride of the church, so the 
church is Jesus’ bride.  It is this wonderful marital image of Jesus and the church together doing 
incredible things.  The church and God’s people are doing incredible things and God is working 
through the church. 
  
That raises the question of where the church is in relation to history. Where does the church 
position itself in terms of historical events?  Many of you know that, in the first, roughly, 300 
years of the Christian church, the church to the extent that it was organized (and it was not 
organized like it is today, but it was organized differently) in tension with the world.  Of course, in 
Jesus’ time, in those first 100 years or so, it was in great tension with the great Roman Empire.   
  
Robin Meyers has written a book called The Underground Church which talks about those first 
300 years, when the followers of Jesus and those little groups of people who started to call 
themselves the church, lived in great struggle with the Roman Empire and it was a difficult 
existence for those early Christians because they were living in great moments of persecution, 
and the Roman Empire did not like that at all.  There was always kind of a secretive-type 
church.  There was a little fish that was sort of scrabbled up on door posts so people would 
know this is where a gathering of Christians took place so that they wouldn’t get pummeled by 
Roman soldiers.  We all know that Jesus lost his life to that power in the world.   



  
In the beginning, our church position was that we were in tension with the values of the world. 
We were in tension with the values of the Roman Empire.  We were in tension with the Roman 
flag.  We were in tension with the Roman idols and the Roman pagan gods.  We were in tension 
with the Roman military, etc., and we had sort of a difficult beginning, but that all changed.  It 
began to change rapidly around Emperor Constantine.  When Emperor Constantine, who was 
the emperor of the Roman Empire from 306 to 307, came on, there were all kinds of things 
going on.  One of those things was that he wanted to solidify power and he began to normalize 
(and this took a long time) relations with Christians.   
  
In 313, there was the Edict of Milan which was basically the public pronouncement that 
Christians would no longer be persecuted, that Christians would be treated fairly, that this Edict 
of Milan would promote social order.  Constantine wanted to get the empire under control and 
not get caught up in all these persecutions and struggles.  I also read that Constantine, who was 
in relationship with the pagan gods, also wanted to placate the Christian god.  Think about 
that.  Talk about a different era, a different concept.  Constantine, being a shrewd politician, 
wanted to have both the pagan god and the Christian god in his counsel so he could have their 
godly power behind him.  So, eventually over time, Constantine and the emperors after 
Constantine legalized Christianity and began to make Christianity the religion of the empire.   No 
longer was Christianity an ally of the powerless, and it was in those years that the church began 
to side with the powerful world.   
  
One of the things that the church has done throughout history, and continues to do today, is to 
send out missionaries all over the world.  There was a time when the United Church of Christ 
and its predecessor denominations had hundreds of missionaries sent out all over the 
world.  There is a story about Presbyterians taking Alaska and Congregationalists taking Hawaii 
and sort of making an agreement to divvy up those lands so that we could go in and start to 
build up the church.   
  
If you have read any of the history, you know that some of the activities of the missionaries all 
over the world were less than just.  There was a lot of persecution in the name of the church.   
There was a lot of taming of the savages around the world and, of course, in our own United 
States.  There was all this stuff done in the name of the church that today we look at a little 
differently.  Today, for your information, the UCC and the Disciples of Christ work together, and 
we have about 60 missionaries from the hundreds that we had at one time, and the new 
orientation (which is not new but is new to us) is that we now only go to places when they call 
us.  For instance, if Guatemala needed some missionaries to come, they would ask us, invite 
us, to come and tell us what they need, so we have tried to adjust the way that we orient our 
missionary work from going down with an oppressive religious orientation, converting the 
savages and doing all sorts of questionable things in the name of Christ to sending missionaries 
down today to serve and help out according to what they need.  It’s quite a change.   
  
All of that is a build up just to say this.  I think, as I said in the beginning, that I think we are living 
in an incredibly exciting time.  If I were to encourage all of you to pay attention to one historical 
figure who is on the stage of history in this moment, it would be Pope Francis.  I recommend 
that you read every little thing that you can in the paper about what Pope Francis is saying and 
doing in the name of the Catholic church.   
  
Pope Francis is the 266th Pope of the Roman Catholic church.  He is from Buenos Aires, 
Argentina.  He claimed the name Francis in honor of St. Francis of Assisi, who is right out there 
outside our window.  The statue is right out there.  He chose that name because St. Francis of 
Assisi was concerned about 2 things—the environment, creation and animals, and the poor, so 
Pope Francis wanted to have that connection to St. Francis of Assisi.  Pope Francis is the first 



Jesuit Pope.  He is the first from Latin America, and he is the first non-European Pope since 741 
of the Common Era.   
  
The reason I think it is important for us as Protestants to pay attention to the Pope is because 
what Pope Francis is trying to do (and these are my words, not his, as I don’t think he said this), 
as I see it, he is trying to hold back and reclaim the Catholic church from Constantine’s 
legacy.  This about the implications of that.  Since 313 of the Common Era, the Catholic church 
and, by extension, other expressions of the Christian church, like our Protestants, have been 
allied with the powerful and many, many, many crimes have been done because of that 
orientation. 
  
Pope Francis is doing something very different.  I just want to point out 3 things he’s doing.   
He’s doing a lot more than 3 things, but there are 3 things that are probably very encouraging to 
us and very disturbing to us, especially disturbing to the power structure of the Catholic church 
which has been invested, like many other churches, in the order of the world as it is today.   
  
The first big thing is that Pope Francis is making moves to move Oscar Romero, the Archbishop 
of El Salvador, who was killed in El Salvador in 1980, into becoming a saint for the 
church.  Have you ever seen that movie “Romero”?  I really recommend you find that movie and 
watch it.  What you will note about Romero is that he was put into the bishop’s office as a 
nonthreatening bishop in El Salvador.  The powers that be said to put Archbishop Romero in 
that role and he won’t cause any trouble, and what Romero did was he saw the persecution of 
his people, of the El Salvador people, especially the peasants.  He saw them being mowed 
down by the El Salvador government, and he began to speak out.  This is the kind of religious 
leader we need in this world who speaks out against death, and that is what Romero did.  When 
Romero, in 1980, was giving Mass at the table, holding up the cup, the death squat of El 
Salvador came in and blew him to pieces at the table.  The Catholic church, up until this 
moment, never really could acknowledge the prophetic Archbishop Romero they had who was a 
martyr for the peasants of that nation.  It was just days before that Romero had called President 
Jimmy Carter and said “Please stop sending weapons to our nation because those weapons are 
killing our people”.  Jimmy Carter feels guilty to this day that he was not able to do more to stop 
that process.  
  
Pope Francis is moving to make Romero an advocate of the powerless a sin, and that is hopeful 
because it is in line with Jesus and changes that Constantinian church just a little bit.  It is, to 
our dismay, criticizing the global economic system.  This is a system from which I have 
benefited greatly.  It still works for me.  It still works for many of us here, but for billions of people 
in the world, it leaves them in poverty and Pope Francis has spoken out strongly (and I have to 
say it worries me when he does this because the powerful will not put up with it).  I think he is 
perhaps in danger if he keeps speaking out about the injustice of our global economic 
system.  Watch his words about our world economy.  He is speaking out as Romero did for the 
billions of people in poverty around the world that he experienced coming from Argentina.   
  
A third piece that I think is fascinating about St. Francis is his interfaith orientation.  He is very 
clear that, as people of faith, we need to be in dialogue with all faith traditions of the world.  He 
is very evangelistic in his faith in the Catholic church, but he has a long history of meeting with 
Jews, of meeting with Muslims, of meeting with Hindus, Buddhists, whatever.  He is very 
committed to this idea that we live in one world.  We are not all Catholic.  We are not all 
Christian.  We are not all Protestant, and we need to all figure out how to live together, and that 
is very usual for Popes in the Catholic church.   
  
So, the theme this morning is shepherd.  Psalm 23 is that wonderful, comforting Psalm that we 
read most often at funerals.  It is about that intimacy that we feel with our God, who is like a 
shepherd.  I even think I heard some emotion while it was read this morning because it is an 



emotional testimony that our God is a shepherd God who protects us, looks out for us, watches 
over us, and cares for us.  It is that individual God relationship, but when we move to Jeremiah 
23, it starts talking about the shepherds and that is all biblical language for biblical kings.  
Israel’s experience of kings in that test was about kings who had failed them, who did not 
protect them, who did not look out for them, therefore they ended up being exiled at the hands 
of Babylon.  So, shepherds in the Bible are about kings.   
  
We need kings in this world who are going to protect children, who are going to feed the 
hungry.  We need a president in this country, regardless of the party, who is going to take care 
of our nation.  We are in trouble as a nation.  We need leaders all around the world who are 
going to take care of people like a shepherd.  Most of us have given up on presidents.  Most of 
us have given up on leadership.  We see it every day.  They are bought and paid for, but I am 
hopeful that something new is about to happen.  I am hopeful that presidents and leaders in our 
country are going to come forward and be like shepherds to take care of us, to take care of the 
people and not to say that some are worthy and some are not.  That is not biblical at all.  God’s 
love is for all people and, of course, that passage from John is about Jesus as the Good 
Shepherd which is Jesus saying “I understand myself” or those early Christians writing about 
Jesus saying that they understood Him as the Good Shepherd who was like a king, who would 
take care of the people, and that is clearly part of the Christian tradition and why we are to be 
people of great hope. 
  
I conclude with a word about Christian hope.  As I said from the beginning, we are to be people 
of Christian hope.  We are to be people who overflow with hope about our lives, hope about our 
church, hope about our world, hope about the future.  Christian hope is based on a number of 
things.  Christian hope believes that the kingdom of God is already begun in Jesus.  The 
kingdom of God is the way we talk about the world as God would have it, the world of healing 
and peace, quality and fairness. all that wonderful imagery.  The kingdom of God began and 
came to this earth and was revealed to us in Jesus Christ, but it is not yet complete, so our hope 
is that in Christ the kingdom of God has begun.  The church, of course, is a part of its 
continuation.  The kingdom of God embraces personal and communal fulfillment.  It is quite 
a disservice to the Christian faith to make it an individual experience.  Church is not needed if 
that is all that we have.  If it is really about that, they I don’t need the church and neither do any 
of you, but if we believe that it is really about communal redemption, salvation of the whole, the 
salvation of our nation, salvation of the world, then we are to be here as a church, as people of 
hope because the kingdom of God is about communal fulfillment.  It is about history, human 
history, redemption of human history, and redemption of creation.  We have separated 
ourselves from creation in our thinking, as if creation of the earth and environment is just for our 
use, but creation is part of God, part of what God has done, part of what God has created and 
told us to take care of so that, as people of hope, we also work to protect.   
  
So, we are to be the people of hope.  As I said, I think we are living in an incredibly exciting 
time, a time of real danger, but of real possibilities.  I think that, even though we do not claim the 
tradition of the Roman Catholic church, we all kind of long for religious leaders, of whatever 
tradition they might be, who can lead the way and give us hope.  I think right now we need to be 
looking at Pope Francis and even find ways to support him as his brothers and sisters, so we 
are in a great, exciting time—a time of tremendous hope, a time of tremendous possibilities—
and God calls us to be a part of that process in the name of Christ.  Thanks be to God.  Amen. 
  
  
 


