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New Jerusalem Lutheran Church Cindy Baskin
Lent 3-B March 4, 2018
Texts: Ecclesiastes 4:7-12; Psalm 119:33-40; I John 5:1-6; John 15:9-17

Theme: Belonging: No Longer Alone

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *
Today we continue our exploration of the three most basic needs we human beings all have in
common: the need for an IDENTITY – that is, discovering the answer to the question “Who am
I?” The need to BELONG; and the need to have a PURPOSE. For the past two Sundays we’ve
discussed IDENTITY and the truth  that God has created each of us in God’s own image. Today
our focus moves to our need to BELONG.

Last Sunday, we read a passage from the creation story in Genesis, chapter 1:26, in which God
says: “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness.” Much theological word
play has ensued around what it means to be made in the image of God. But one idea that helped
me with this is something I heard while in seminary. A professor was discussing that enigmatic
Doctrine of the Trinity and the nature of God’s own being. The professor said that God’s own
eternal nature seems to be understood best as a community. In the creation story, God says, “Let
US make human kind in OUR image” – did you notice the plural? The use of “us” and “our”?
God’s own being seems to be relational. We Christians would describe God’s eternal nature,
God’s image, as that self-giving, mutually loving community of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. So
if we are created in the image of God, then it follows that our own deepest nature is also most
fully revealed and experienced as we live in relationship with others – in a self-giving, mutually
loving community. But, as the rather humorous play just portrayed, this is not always the reality
for many people. 

I suspect many of us have had the same reaction as Aunt Hattie when we’ve gotten that
mechanical voice on the other end of a phone call. It’s not usually what we’ve needed or wanted.
It may be easier and cheaper for businesses to use answering machines, but something very
important can get lost in the process – our need to interact with and be in relationship with other
human beings. Advances in technology have certainly had an impact on personal relationships;
and that makes me wonder what the impact will be as social media continues to expand. A few
years ago, my husband and I had a foster child living with us for a year. This teenager was in the
9  grade and was getting more and more into Facebook. I remember all too clearly the day sheth

came running down the stairs and happily proclaimed, “I now have 500 friends!” I had to work
very hard to keep my mouth shut and not challenge this young teen’s definition of a “friend.”

Into today’s reading from John’s gospel, Jesus says to his followers: 

“This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you. No one has12 13

greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends. . . . I have called you15b

friends, because I have made known to you everything that I have heard from my
Father.”

In this passage Jesus outlines the kinds of relationships for which God has created us:
relationships in which we love others such that we will lay down our lives for that person, even
as Jesus laid down his life on the cross for us; relationships in which we make ourselves known
to one another even as Jesus made known to his friends everything the Father had made known to
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him – that’s the meaning of friendship. And Jesus is clear that his relationship with his friends
derives from his relationship with the Father. This, of course, means we also are made first and
foremost for a relationship with God; and then for relationships with other human beings. But, as
Mother Teresa once said: “The biggest disease today is not leprosy or cancer. It is the feeling of
being uncared for, unwanted – of being deserted and alone!”1

A few weeks ago I was scheduled to meet with one of our parents here at New Jerusalem. This
parent happens to be a teacher and he texted that he would be late because he was involved with
a parent/teacher conference that ended up going much longer than he had anticipated. When he
arrived here at church, he shared that he had thought his meeting would be a typical
parent/teacher conference – that is, discussing the student’s progress in class. Instead, the parents
began sharing how lonely their child was. This youngster felt he had no friends and was all alone.
This child, though attending one of our local schools, has no sense of belonging and is deeply
hurting as a result. The parents, in turn, were appropriately concerned that these feelings might
lead the youngster into“destructive” behaviors. They understood that when anyone begins to
experience this depth of inner loneliness and disconnection from others, it’s not a big jump
before outward violence, against either oneself or others, is enacted.

This should not be surprising to any of us. As more has been learned about the young man who
caused the tragic high school shooting in Parkland Florida a few weeks ago, we see a profile of a
person who never felt like he belonged. Just recently, this man’s younger brother has
acknowledged that he and his friends had bullied his brother – something he now deeply regrets
given what has happened. The shooter was a person isolated and lonely who apparently found
companionship only in the guns he collected.

Less we assume that feeling alone and isolated is either an older person’s dilemma (as in the
chancel drama we saw this morning) or a child’s or teen’s problem, another story . . .

Many years ago an incident occurred in the congregation I was serving at the time. As two
parishioners made their way to their cars one Sunday morning after the worship service, one
woman pointed and was overheard to say to the other, “It’s too bad we have to have such a junky
car parked in our parking lot.” (As you might expect, this church was located in an upper middle
class suburban neighborhood.) Unfortunately, the woman who was driving that “junky” car was
also in the parking lot and overheard the comment. She felt demeaned, humiliated, isolated.
Rather than experiencing “for all of you are one in Christ Jesus” as expressed by St. Paul in his
letter to the Galatians (Gal. 3:28), this woman experienced a “we/they” mentality, in which she
was clearly one of the “theys.” She told the relative who had encouraged her to attend church that
she would never return. To my knowledge, she never did. After hearing of the incident, I spoke
with some church leaders about it. One leader responded that she could believe it because she too
had wondered if she (and I quote) “really belonged in the parish.” Then this leader shared that
her spouse had recently lost his job and money was tight. She didn’t quite know how to respond
to people who asked if they were coming to the church fund-raising dinner, which carried a ticket
fee of $40.00 per person. When she indicated they probably would not attend, she got the
response, “but it’s for a good cause.” The implied message was that if she and her family didn’t
attend, they weren’t really supporting the church. Her fellow parishioners, of course, didn’t know
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that the family simply could not afford the dinner – no matter how good the cause. But in their
ignorance, they had unintentionally sent a message that maybe this woman and her family really
didn’t belong.

What does this mean for us? Having relationships and living in community with others is not
easy! I suspect many of us could sit around and tell many stories of when we had or had not felt
like we belonged. I actually encourage you to do just that as you enjoy the chili luncheon today.
We can learn much from reflecting upon these experiences if we then apply them to how we
currently interact with others. We all occasionally say things that hurt others and don’t realize
how others might perceive what we say or do. Living in community can be hard work! We need
to pay much closer attention to how we treat one another and the messages we send. 

God wants everyone to find a sense of belonging and affirmation in the church of Jesus Christ.
Last Sunday we held a newcomers’ reception for those who are relatively new to New Jerusalem.
Several of the attendees have young children and they were very clear how important it is for
them to find a church home where their children can feel comfortable and have a sense of
belonging. One of the moms also stated quite unequivocally that “when things get tough, I need
a ‘village’ to help me.” She clearly understands what the first scripture reading today from
Ecclesiastes means when it says: “Two are better than one, . . . For if they fall, one will lift up
the other; but woe to one who is alone and falls and does not have another to help.” We need
each other for that’s how God has created us.

One final story . . . One Sunday just a week or so ago, 20 month old Robert Bloom walked up to
Joe Heffern, our church treasurer, and grabbed him around his leg. Then Robert put up his arms
to be picked up, which Joe obligingly did. This is not so unusual because Joe and toddler Robert
have somehow developed a relationship with each other over the past few months. But when Joe
put Robert back down on the floor, this toddler then turned to Bill Moore, who was standing next
to Joe, and he immediately clamped on to Bill’s leg and then put up his arms to be picked up. Not
expecting this, Bill didn’t quite know what to do; he didn’t know how the parents might feel if a
stranger picked up their young son. Joe, of course, thought it was a hoot! But what I find truly
exciting in this story, is how comfortable this young toddler is here at New Jerusalem. Even if he
doesn’t know some of you older adults, he feels comfortable with you. Robert’s too young to talk
much yet, but he’s clearly communicating that there is a loving family here and that he belongs
here. Our challenge is to insure that anyone who comes into New Jerusalem has that same
experience as young Robert, no matter what their age may be.

That’s the challenge. This week I encourage all of us to ponder this. Whom do you know that
might need a phone call just to chat and alleviate a sense of loneliness? Whom can you invite to
go out to lunch or to come to a worship service with you? What can each one of us here do to
help someone else realize they are not alone and that this church is a place where they can
belong? What can you and I do to create a place where people can be safe, a place pervaded by
love, a place where Christ is present and calls us “friends,” a place where all are welcome and all
can belong?

Please stand and join in singing our Hymn of the Day, All Are Welcome – a hymn that reflects the
community of belonging that God calls us to build.


