Scripture: Hebrews 10:19-25
Y Therefore, my brothers and sisters, since we have confidence to enter the

sanctuary by the blood of Jesus, *’ by the new and living way that he opened
for us through the curtain (that is, through his flesh), *' and since we have a
great priest over the house of God, *let us approach with a true heart in full
assurance of faith, with our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and
our bodies washed with pure water. 2 Let us hold fast to the confession of our
hope without wavering, for he who has promised is faithful. ** And let us
consider how to provoke one another to love and good deeds, * not neglecting
to meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all
the more as you see the Day approaching.

Sermon: Better Together

In our United Methodist Vows as members through baptism and full
membership, we say, “we renew our covenant to faithfully participate in the
ministries of the church by our prayers, our presence, our gifts, our service,
and our witness, that in everything God may be glorified through Jesus Christ.”
Over the past 3 weeks, we have looked at three of the five pieces of our
covenant. We began by looking at gifts, and emphasized that gifts are both
spiritual and financial. How are we not only sharing our wealth with the
ministries that bring glory to God, but also how are we using our teaching,
wisdom, knowledge, healing, discernment, speech, etc to bring glory to God?
In our second week, two weeks ago, we welcomed our sister in Christ, Rev.
Sarah Mae, who is a United Methodist missionary in Rome. She spoke to us
about our vow of witness. We are invited to see where God is already at work,
even in the unexpected, and to build bridges where people may see Jesus
through our words.

In worship last week, our very own Ann Deitrich, talked to us about service.
Her sermon was excellent as she talked about our vow to care for others,
especially the ones Jesus considered the least, the last, and the lost. We
recognized that Jesus did not discriminate against whom he showed care and
compassion to. Ann reminded us that our vow of service can include helping
the homeless population in our city and county, people with food or clothing
insecurities (who cannot afford food or clothes), the people within the Sauk



County jail who need encouragement and support for them in turning their
lives in a new direction when released from incarceration, and anyone around
us who could be struggling with depression, anxiety, an addiction, a personal
heartache or loneliness. Awareness of these things is needed as well, as Ann
shared.

Today we have the great opportunity to focus on presence. Now, about a month
ago we were talking about presence in the sense of listening to one another.
This type of presence is different.

Now I have to admit the scripture today is really theologically deep. That
means that the writer of the letter to the Hebrews wrote to people who had
been educated with the Old Testament and with Jewish customs, and had deep
thoughts about their beliefs about God. It wasn’t written for just the average
person. So, rather than spending our time today digging into each little phrase
to see what the writer was actually talking about, I’d like to just bring the
scripture to our understanding as Christians who are distanced by almost 2,000
years. Hear the words of God for the Hebrews in this way.

“Since we are given a second chance at our eternal life with God because of
the forgiveness of our sins, let us come to worship, full of faith, remembering
this second chance. We have tremendous hope because of God’s
never-wavering faithfulness. So, how do we encourage others to be excited
about this as well, by meeting together. Encourage each other!”

In fact, friends, the idea to provoke one another in hope and action in our
scripture is more accurately translated as pestering one another. The writer
literally says, “pester one another to love and do good deeds.”

This letter is a firm but gentle warning about how people’s behavior needed
reform after not being changed by the news of their salvation. In biblical times,
it was thought that anyone who was not engaging with the greater church
community was abandoning the church and abandoning their community. In
those times, the reasons for disengaging were later noted to be: the fear of
persecution, heresy, feeling the group was not essential to personal faith,
leadership tensions, discouragement over the delay of Jesus's second coming.



No matter what the case, the feeling from the community was the same. The
feeling of abandonment.

In the Pre-pandemic, our vow of presence was about physically being together
with our faith community in the church building for worship. That was the
complete definition. Since the beginning of the pandemic, many churches have
transformed life, and many have found true presence online as well. In the
midst of that, we continue to value our connection of family through physical
presence.

Now throughout my time as a pastor’s kid and a clergy person myself, I have
heard many express their experience of the divine (seeing God) in nature, so
they did not feel the need to be in worship. While this exhibits a beautiful
spirituality of the relationship between a person and God, there is something
missing...the connection of spirituality and faith with the community of
witnesses. By being physically together, we are supporting one another’s faith
development; we are acknowledging what is known as our corporate praise,
meaning our full community praising God together, which is part of what God
asks of us.

Presence is our foundation. Presence is knowing that in our faith journey we
are not alone. Presence is one simple thing we can do to stay grounded.

No matter what room we may be in as we worship, we are present together.
Let’s take a moment to really connect with this idea of grounding through the
physicality of being together, because it’s better.
May we notice:
e 5 things we see: Notice shapes, colors, and objects around you.
e 4 things we feel: Touch a surface, notice your clothing, or feel the
temperature.
e 3 things we hear: Listen for ambient noises like traffic, an air conditioner,
or a clock.
e 2 things we smell: Identify scents around our space.
e | thing we taste: Notice any lingering taste in our mouths or are looking
forward to tasting.



Amen.



