
April 25, 2021    Meditation 1:  “Recognizing the Real Thing” 

Scripture Lesson 1: I John 3:16-24 
16We know love by this, that he laid down his life for us—and we ought to lay down our lives for one 

another. 17How does God’s love abide in anyone who has the world’s goods and sees a brother or sister in 

need and yet refuses help? 18Little children, let us love, not in word or speech, but in truth and action. 19And 

by this we will know that we are from the truth and will reassure our hearts before him 
20whenever our hearts condemn us; for God is greater than our hearts, and he knows everything. 21Beloved, 

if our hearts do not condemn us, we have boldness before God; 22and we receive from him whatever we ask, 

because we obey his commandments and do what pleases him. 
23And this is his commandment, that we should believe in the name of his Son Jesus Christ and love one 

another, just as he has commanded us. 24All who obey his commandments abide in him, and he abides in 

them. And by this we know that he abides in us, by the Spirit that he has given us. 

 

 Now, hopefully, you all know that I’m not one to brag.  Pastors, after all, 

should be paragons of humility and meekness, committed to lifting up the 

congregation more than themselves.  Clergy persons should try to make sure they 

do not stand out so that Christ may stand forth.  Ministers should be humble, 

sensitive, lowly, and shy away from any limelight.  Yes, yes, these things are true, 

but every now and then the truth simply must be put out there, even if it does 

speak of pride or personal glory.  And the truth of the matter is, that this pastor 

which stands before you now, is one of the friendliest people around.  I received 

confirmation of this a few days ago, when I discovered that I have no fewer than 

1,315 friends.  1,315 friends!  How, you ask, can I be so specific?  Well, you 

probably guessed where I came up with that number – my Facebook account told 

me so; I have 1,315 Facebook friends. 

That changes everything, of course…..for a Facebook friend is not really the 

same as a real friend, is it?  To be a facebook friend means to click on a certain 

key on our laptop and to receive a return “confirmation” message – about as low an 

effort as possible to designate a particular connection.  Whereas a real friend is 

someone we do things with, who talk regularly, who play pickup basketball games or 

go to movies together, who ride motorcycles or bicycles or skateboards together, 

who go on walks or hikes together, who sit down for coffee or a meal every now 

and then.  When I look upon the backgrounds of those 1,315 facebook friends, I 

realize, for the most part, we are friendly towards each other, but not really 

friends.  Two clicks on the keyboard of a laptop does not a real friend make. 

Facebook friends are nice to have but signify something quite less than real 

friendship.  The same thing goes for Facebook Christians.  Never heard of those?  

That’s not surprising, because I just made up the term!  But I think you can sense 

what I mean by such a thing, if such a thing actually existed.  If it did exist, I can 



imagine a huge group of Facebook Christians who have taken the time to click 

twice on a laptop to request Christian status and receive back a confirmation from 

that status from many of those who claim that title “Christian.”  And, boy oh boy, 

are there many who claim that title for themselves. 

I made the mistake of clicking on one of those sights on the internet that 

pops up when you type, “What is a real Christian?”  I got much more than I 

bargained for, but one sight stood out; I won’t reveal its origin, but it spelled out 

with great specificity and a whole lot of text-proofing from scripture what it 

takes to be an authentic Christian.  When I say I got more than I bargained for, 

what I mean is it took 31 pages to outline, prove, justify, and substantiate the 

three things it takes to be an authentic Christian; any guess to what those three 

things were?   Proper worship; obedience; and Bible study.  31 pages to state 

these three articles of accreditation for those who claim the title “Christian” – 

and it wasn’t even well written!  More to the point was to me a glaring omission – 

and yes, I did read the 31 pages!  There was extremely little mention of the 

corporate nature of faith; almost no mention of the hungry, the poor, the sick, 

those in prison, those who are oppressed; it was almost as if the 31 pages were 

consumed with personal salvation, to make sure the heart had no deceit or 

dishonesty, that repentance was authentic and thorough.  31 pages of how to be 

right with God – and almost no mention of loving others as key.  A glaring omission, 

indeed. 

I much prefer the definition of a Christian which we have been given in our 

scripture lesson from I John; it is more concise, to be sure, but much more in line 

with not only the teachings and life of Jesus and the spirit of the Bible overall, 

but with what helps humanity to thrive in ways where the world falls so very 

short.  Our scripture puts it in a particular way:  
17How does God’s love abide in anyone who has the world’s goods and sees a 

brother or sister in need and yet refuses help? 18Little children, let us love, 

not in word or speech, but in truth and action. 19And by this we will know that 

we are from the truth and will reassure our hearts before him.” 

 

In a world where so many Christians are caught up in what to precisely believe, 

what doctrine is most correct, which interpretation of the Bible is most accurate, 

or which denominational creed contains the profession of authority, Jesus 

breathes a welcoming freedom from the constraints of our all-too-often limited 

or skewed thinking and processing of all these complicated factors.  It’s as if 



Jesus, in everything he did and said, in all the parables and teachings and healings, 

was saying one simple thing above all – in order to connect to God, connect with 

each other.  In order to belong to God, belong to each other.  In order to love 

God, love one another.  Real faith in God, real life in Christ, is only made real by 

the love we do more than talk about; it is made real by the love we share. 

 

 Even if it is a somewhat overdone image, I like to think of it this way:  when 

our time is past on this earth, and we stand before the pearly gates, with God 

facing us directly, he will not ask us, “what did you believe?” but “how did you 

love?”  Jesus came to the world to tell us directly which is more important. 

 

Meditation 2:  “The Hazards of Shepherding” 

John 10:11-18 
11“I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. 12The hired hand, who is not 

the shepherd and does not own the sheep, sees the wolf coming and leaves the sheep and runs away—and 

the wolf snatches them and scatters them. 13The hired hand runs away because a hired hand does not care 

for the sheep. 14I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me, 15just as the Father knows me 

and I know the Father. And I lay down my life for the sheep. 16I have other sheep that do not belong to 

this fold. I must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, one 

shepherd. 17For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life in order to take it up 

again. 18No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have power to lay it down, and I have 

power to take it up again. I have received this command from my Father.” 

 

I have a list I’d like to share with you this morning: 

SB257 SB398 HB244  HB112 HB427 SB215

 SB280 SB100 HB200 HB223 SB215 HB102 

These are some of the house and senate bills put before the Montana state 

legislature this season, which is about to wrap up in the middle of May.  These are 

some of the house and senate bills that have been brought up in serious discussion 

before the Montana Association of Christians, the Truth2Power in Montana 

Advocacy Group, the American Civil Liberties Union, the Southern Poverty Law 

Center, and Change.org PBC.  These bills have been brought up in our discussions 

because they have been identified as unethical bills because they are either 

designed to harm people or allow scenarios where greater harm to people is likely.  

These bills represent everything from loosening restraints on tobacco companies 

advertising their products to children and youth, to raising access barriers to 

basic necessities for the poor and homeless, to outright discrimination against our 

LGBTQ+ family members in the name of religious freedom, to bills leading to an 



increase in conceal-carry lethal weapons even on university campuses, to 

reinstating the death penalty. 

It makes me and many other ask the same question:  What’s going on in our 

state? 

Call it politics, call it partisanship, call it what you will, but call it for what it 

is – a movement backwards on many fronts.  These bills will cause harm; these bills 

do not have the welfare of all people in mind; these bills do not represent the best 

of our humanity.  And as such, we know that people of faith cannot be silent.  We 

know this, and I have spoken to so very many of you who are doing what I am – 

writing letters of protest, letters advocating the failure of these bills to pass.  I 

keep track of the letters I’ve written, and was surprised to learn I have written, 

by myself or joining with others, 37 letters to our legislators.  And it looks like 

those letters, and the letters of many others like myself, have had little effect.  

It’s as if Montana is becoming something I don’t recognize anymore.  I was reading 

a post by someone who was as upset as I am, if not moreso, about this state of 

affairs, and he put how he felt in no uncertain terms – he said, “TIME TO MOVE 

TO ANOTHER STATE!” 

I can relate to that sentiment; I am horrified by what is going on right now, 

and feel like I have so little power to change things for the better.  But I realize 

some other things as well.  I realize I am not alone; there are many, many people 

who feel as I do.  I also realize they are not simply giving lip service to our 

situation; they are engaged, involved, lifting a voice, taking a stand, and 

confronting the wrongness.  Furthermore, I believe that the arc of the moral 

universe is long, but bends in the direction of justice, as Martin Luther King Jr. 

made note. 

But it does not bend on its own.  This brings me to the point Jesus is making 

in our scripture lesson.  Jesus is making the point that hope always lies in positive 

engagement rather than despondent abandonment.  In the passage Jesus says 

“The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. 12The hired hand, who is not 

the shepherd and does not own the sheep, sees the wolf coming and leaves the 

sheep and runs away—and the wolf snatches them and scatters them. 13The hired 

hand runs away because a hired hand does not care for the sheep. …but I stay; I 

lay down my life for the sheep. 16I have other sheep that do not belong to this 

fold. I must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice.”  It may be thought 

that it is Christ’s job to face the wolves of darkness that constantly lurk in our 

world; but if we as people of faith are Christ’s body, we are the hands and feet 



and voice and thought of Jesus; we are God’s expression of his Son in the world.  

We are created to remain engaged in this world for the purpose of what it is 

meant to become by God’s standards; and it is never more important to remain 

engaged than when things are in a state of regression. 

Ellie Weissel, who was a survivor of the nazi death camps of world war II, 

said that “denying anyone else’s humanity is nothing less than a betrayal of our 

own.”  His point is clear – we are in this together.  We are connected to each 

other.  We need each other.  And it is the good shepherd who shows us what this 

means. 

Rev. Andrew Warner is pastor of Plymouth United Church of Christ in 

Milwaukee, Wisconsin; I like how he puts this truth:  “It is by remembering that 

Jesus is my Good Shepherd that we can find the presence of mind to speak and 

witness and preach in a nation overtaken by the rhetoric and the narcotic of 

inhumanity.”  

 

The truth is, we have been here before – not exactly as we are today, but 

with a similar dilemma of rising darkness threatening our brothers and sisters and 

even ourselves in the family of God.  There is always some type of wolf lurking in 

the shadows, ready to pounce upon opportunity to work darkness in the world; but 

there is likewise always an engaged God who insists in radiating the light of truth 

and justice and love into that darkness until it abates.  We are the light God 

holds, as we live our lives as the body of Christ.  And it has never been more 

obvious, that we need to continue to shine. 

  

 

 


