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​This​​week,​​we​​arrive​​at​​the​​third​​reflection​​in​​the​​sermon​​series​​on​​the​

​vows​​we​​take​​as​​United​​Methodists.​​I’d​​like​​to​​start​​our​​meditation​​this​

​morning​​by​​first​​thinking​​about​​what​​it​​means​​to​​profess​​a​​vow.​

​We​​make​​vows​​in​​a​​variety​​of​​life​​situations.​​Probably​​the​​most​​common​

​type​​of​​vow​​that​​comes​​to​​mind​​are​​vows​​spoken​​when​​two​​people​​are​

​joined​​in​​a​​wedding​​ceremony.​​Other​​examples​​of​​vows​​include​​vows​​to​

​serve​​honorably​​in​​a​​public​​office,​​vows​​to​​remain​​sober​​and​​to​​commit​​to​

​recovery​​in​​situations​​of​​addiction,​​or​​personal​​vows​​such​​as​​committing​​to​

​remain​​silent​​for​​a​​period​​of​​time​​when​​on​​a​​religious​​retreat.​​A​​vow​​is​

​simply​​another​​word​​for​​a​​promise​​or​​the​​expression​​of​​a​​deep​​commitment​

​to​​follow​​a​​certain​​path​​in​​our​​lives​​and​​pledge​​to​​support​​that​​commitment​

​in​​every​​possible​​way​​as​​we​​go​​about​​the​​business​​of​​living.​

​Our​​United​​Methodist​​vows​​are​​part​​of​​the​​Baptismal​​Covenant​​that​​is​

​used​​whenever​​a​​person​​is​​formally​​welcomed​​into​​a​​congregation.​​This​

​can​​happen​​as​​soon​​as​​the​​early​​months​​of​​life​​when​​parents​​make​​the​

​decision​​to​​baptize​​their​​new​​baby,​​or​​when​​youth​​of​​the​​church​​go​​through​

​the​​confirmation​​process​​or​​when​​adults​​at​​any​​stage​​in​​life​​decide​​to​​join​
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​the​​United​​Methodist​​Church​​and/or​​become​​members​​of​​a​​local​​United​

​Methodist​​congregation.​

​In​​addition​​to​​the​​specific​​rites​​of​​baptism​​or​​confirmation,​​the​​covenant​

​always​​includes​​the​​segment​​entitled​​“renunciation​​of​​sin​​and​​profession​​of​

​faith.”​​Finally,​​after​​these​​things​​have​​been​​completed,​​we​​arrive​​at​​the​

​portion​​of​​the​​ceremony​​that​​our​​sermon​​series​​is​​honing​​in​​on:​​That​​is​​the​

​very​​specific​​expression​​of​​what​​each​​member​​of​​the​​United​​Methodist​

​Church​​will​​commit​​to​​do​​in​​their​​role​​as​​part​​of​​the​​church​​family​​they​​are​

​becoming​​a​​part​​of.​​First,​​is​​a​​commitment​​to​​generally​​help​​to​​strengthen​

​the​​overall​​ministries​​of​​the​​denomination​​and​​then,​​more​​specifically,​​are​

​the​​vows​​to​​“faithfully​​participate​​in​​[the​​local​​church’s]​​ministries​​with​

​prayers,​​presence,​​gifts,​​service​​and​​witness.”​

​The​​vows​​we​​take​​when​​we​​join​​the​​Methodist​​church​​are​​especially​

​significant​​because​​we​​share​​them.​​In​​fact,​​each​​time​​someone​​new​

​becomes​​part​​of​​our​​church​​family,​​we​​all​​renew​​those​​vows​​after​​we​​have​

​welcomed​​our​​newest​​siblings​​in​​Christ.​​This​​vow​​renewal​​is​​built​​in​​to​​the​

​service​​with​​the​​Commendation​​and​​Welcome​​portion​​of​​the​​covenant​

​ceremony.​​I​​think​​this​​is​​a​​very​​beautiful​​aspect​​of​​this​​process,​​because​
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​shared​​vows​​provide​​us​​with​​a​​common​​purpose​​and​​kind​​of​​road​​map​​to​

​navigate​​our​​shared​​faith​​journey​​together.​

​Our​​sermon​​series​​focuses​​specifically​​on​​the​​five​​elements​​of​

​participation​​in​​the​​ministries​​of​​the​​church.​​In​​the​​first​​installment​​of​​the​

​series,​​Pastor​​Liz​​spoke​​of​​the​​importance​​of​​sharing​​our​​various​​gifts​​in​

​support​​of​​those​​ministries.​​Last​​week,​​our​​guest,​​Pastor​​Sarah​​Mae,​

​shared​​with​​us​​the​​amazing​​opportunity​​she​​and​​her​​husband​​have​​to​

​witness​​the​​Gospel​​to​​the​​international​​community​​in​​Rome,​​Italy,​​where,​​in​

​turn,​​those​​who​​pass​​through​​the​​Ponte​​Sant’Angelo​​Methodist​​Church​​are​

​inspired​​to​​expand​​that​​witness​​as​​they​​move​​on​​to​​other​​places​​across​​the​

​globe.​

​This​​Sunday,​​our​​focus​​turns​​to​​the​​emphasis​​on​​service​​in​​our​​vows.​

​So,​​we​​need​​to​​ask:​​“What​​does​​service​​look​​like?”​

​The​​scripture​​passage​​from​​Matthew​​that​​we​​heard​​this​​morning,​​sets​

​forth​​a​​list​​of​​how​​and​​for​​whom​​we​​can​​follow​​through​​on​​our​​vow​​to​​serve.​

​Jesus​​speaks​​of​​feeding​​the​​hungry,​​welcoming​​the​​stranger,​​providing​

​clothes​​for​​those​​who​​lack​​them,​​caring​​for​​the​​sick,​​and​​visiting​​those​​in​
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​prison.​​With​​these​​words,​​Jesus​​is​​specifically​​clarifying​​for​​us​​that​​the​

​primary​​emphasis​​in​​the​​obligation​​to​​serve​​is,​​first​​and​​foremost,​​about​

​caring​​for​​others​​–​​in​​particular​​those​​who​​are​​struggling​​with​​a​​variety​​of​

​significant​​challenges​​that​​our​​human​​existence​​may​​present​​to​​us.​

​The​​scenarios​​that​​Jesus​​presents​​in​​Matthew’s​​gospel​​match​​very​​well​

​to​​a​​phrase​​and​​segment​​of​​humanity​​that​​was​​referred​​to​​in​​the​​Disciple​

​Bible​​Study​​program​​that​​I​​participated​​in​​a​​number​​of​​years​​ago.​​That​

​phrase​​was,​​“the​​least,​​the​​last​​and​​the​​lost.”​

​While​​Jesus​​did​​not​​discriminate​​in​​his​​own​​acts​​of​​care​​and​​compassion​​–​

​he​​healed​​the​​child​​of​​Jairus,​​a​​prominent​​religious​​leader​​and​​a​​ruler​​of​​the​

​synagogue​​in​​Capernaum,​​as​​well​​as​​the​​servant​​of​​a​​cultured​​Roman​

​centurion​​-​​he​​is​​most​​commonly​​shown​​in​​scripture​​as​​focusing​​his​​acts​​of​

​service​​on​​those​​who​​would​​typically​​have​​been​​ignored​​by​​those​​who​​had​

​the​​greatest​​power​​to​​help​​in​​his​​pre-modern​​world.​​The​​so​​called,​​“least,​

​last​​and​​lost,”​​included​​lepers,​​and​​people​​tormented​​by​​the​​demons​​that​

​we​​likely​​would​​call​​mental​​illness​​today,​​and​​a​​poor​​woman​​who​​was​

​hemorrhaging,​​and​​other​​societal​​outcasts​​such​​as​​reviled​​tax​​collectors​

​and​​despised​​Samaritans.​
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​The​​service​​we​​are​​called​​to​​in​​our​​United​​Methodist​​vows​​has​​a​​broad​

​emphasis​​today.​​And​​well​​it​​should,​​since​​there​​are​​so​​many​​categories​​of​

​need​​and​​so​​many​​people​​who​​need​​caring​​for,​​in​​so​​many​​parts​​of​​the​

​world.​​On​​the​​website​​for​​our​​denomination,​​there​​are​​many​​inspiring​

​stories​​of​​acts​​of​​service​​in​​areas​​of​​the​​world​​where,​​for​​example,​​natural​

​disasters​​have​​struck​​or​​where​​extreme​​poverty​​results​​in​​raging​​epidemics​

​where​​the​​sick​​have​​little​​access​​to​​healing​​medicines​​or​​preventative​

​vaccines.​​We​​are​​fortunate​​to​​be​​able​​to​​share​​in​​service​​to​​these​​people​

​and​​places​​through​​UMCOR,​​the​​United​​Methodist​​Committee​​on​​Relief,​

​and​​other​​church​​entities​​that​​coordinate​​care​​in​​the​​far​​reaches​​of​​our​

​world.​

​But​​we​​also​​need​​to​​remember​​that​​we​​have​​very​​real,​​tangible​​and​

​immediate​​opportunities​​to​​serve​​much​​closer​​to​​home.​​There​​are​

​homeless​​people​​in​​our​​city​​and​​our​​county.​​There​​are​​families​​who​​face​

​hunger​​crises​​and​​who​​struggle​​to​​afford​​seasonally​​appropriate​​clothing​

​right​​here​​in​​Reedsburg.​​There​​are​​people​​in​​the​​Sauk​​County​​jail​​who​​have​

​made​​poor​​choices​​and​​who​​need​​encouragement​​and​​support​​to​​turn​​their​

​lives​​in​​a​​new​​direction​​when​​released​​from​​incarceration.​​And​​the​​lost​​may​

​are​​not​​always​​be​​destitute​​either.​​We​​may​​have​​a​​stylish​​or​​well-heeled​
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​neighbor​​who​​seems​​to​​have​​every​​possible​​luxury​​and​​also​​seems​​to​​have​

​it​​all​​together,​​yet​​he​​or​​she​​could​​be​​struggling​​with​​depression,​​anxiety,​​an​

​addiction,​​a​​personal​​heartache​​or​​just​​plain​​loneliness.​​Even​​within​​our​

​own​​church​​family​​there​​are​​needs​​that​​are​​both​​spoken​​or​​unspoken,​

​clearly​​evident​​or​​deeply​​concealed.​

​In​​today’s​​Scripture​​passage,​​Jesus​​praises​​the​​good​​sheep,​​his​​earnest​

​followers,​​for​​their​​acts​​of​​service​​–​​to​​him.​​Surprised​​they,​​ask​​him,​​“When​

​did​​we​​reach​​out​​and​​care​​for​​you,​​Lord,​​in​​your​​various​​hours​​of​​need?”​

​And​​Jesus​​tells​​them,​​in​​essence,​​“when​​you​​care​​for​​those​​around​​you,​

​you​​are​​also​​showing​​your​​love​​for​​me.”​

​What​​I​​hear​​in​​this​​passage,​​is​​not​​only​​a​​call​​to​​service​​and​​a​

​description​​of​​what​​that​​service​​might​​be,​​but​​also​​a​​call​​to​​vigilance​​in​

​seeking​​out​​the​​needs​​of​​others​​and​​increasing​​our​​awareness​​of​​where​

​and​​when​​they​​occur.​​In​​other​​words,​​we​​need​​to​​learn​​to​​see​​where​​the​

​opportunities​​for​​service​​manifest​​themselves.​ ​Then,​​once​​we​​recognize​​a​

​need,​​we​​can​​proceed​​to​​develop​​plans​​that​​follow​​through​​on​​our​​vow​​of​

​service.​​No​​one​​person,​​not​​even​​one​​congregation​​can​​do​​it​​all,​​but​​all​​of​

​us​​can​​do​​at​​least​​some​​small​​thing​​to​​work​​towards​​that​​commitment​​to​
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​serve​​–​​to​​act​​out​​our​​commitment​​to​​share​​compassion​​and​​provide​

​concrete​​and​​relevant​​care​​for​​our​​fellow​​human​​beings.​

​I​​think​​it​​is​​also​​important​​to​​consider​​why​​this​​vow​​of​​service,​​along​​with​

​the​​other​​vows​​we​​profess,​​is​​so​​significant​​in​​our​​lives​​and​​faith​​journeys​

​as​​United​​Methodist​​Christians.​

​Jesus​​was​​a​​person​​of​​action​​and,​​as​​his​​21​​st​ ​century​​disciples,​​we​​must​

​continue​​to​​follow​​his​​example​​-​​just​​as​​disciples​​and​​apostles​​have​​been​

​doing​​since​​the​​days​​Jesus​​walked​​on​​Earth​​and​​then​​when​​his​​Holy​​Sprit​

​inspired​​our​​spiritual​​ancestors​​on​​that​​first​​Pentecost​​Day​​with​​this​

​purpose.​​We​​certainly​​have​​stories​​of​​Jesus​​teaching​​in​​the​​synagogues​​in​

​scripture​​but,​​even​​more​​common​​and​​also​​more​​memorable,​​are​​the​

​stories​​of​​Jesus​​out​​in​​the​​community​​and​​performing​​acts​​of​​service​​-​

​healing​​the​​physically​​and​​spiritually​​ailing​​ordinary​​people​​of​​his​​homeland.​

​This​​action-based​​ministry​​is​​a​​vital​​aspect​​of​​our​​identity​​as​​Christians​​–​

​and​​certainly​​as​​United​​Methodists,​​the​​modern​​day​​descendants​​of​​our​

​founder​​John​​Wesley,​​whose​​hallmark​​was​​one​​of​​pursuing​​social​​justice​

​and​​living​​out​​a​​concrete​​mission​​among​​the​​least,​​the​​last​​and​​the​​lost​​of​

​his​​day.​
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​The​​author​​of​​the​​epistle​​named​​for​​James​​in​​the​​New​​Testament​​made​

​a​​powerful​​statement​​about​​the​​importance​​of​​action​​being​​a​​key​​element​​of​

​our​​faith​​and​​devotion​​to​​God.​​In​​James​​Chapter​​2,​​verse​​22,​​the​​statement​

​is​​made​​that​​when​​faith​​and​​actions​​are​​melded​​together,​​then​​a​​person’s​

​faith​​is​​made​​complete.​​John​​Wesley’s​​ministry​​seems​​to​​be​​an​

​endorsement​​of​​what​​is​​put​​forth​​in​​the​​book​​of​​James.​ ​A​​famous​​quote​

​from​​Wesley​​is​​as​​follows:​​He​​said,​​“The​​gospel​​of​​Christ​​knows​​of​​no​

​religion​​but​​social​​[and]​​no​​holiness​​but​​social​​holiness".​​Wesley​​believed​

​that​​personal​​faith​​and​​societal​​action​​were​​inseparable.​​His​​approach​​to​

​social​​justice​​was​​rooted​​in​​his​​theology​​of​​grace​​and​​active​​compassion.​

​Wesley​​firmly​​believed​​that​​true​​Christian​​faith​​cannot​​be​​practiced​​in​

​isolation.​​Living​​a​​holy​​life​​requires​​being​​in​​community​​and​​engaging​

​with—rather​​than​​turning​​away​​from—society's​​struggles.​​In​​his​​day,​

​Wesley​​was​​a​​strong​​advocate​​for​​the​​abolition​​of​​slavery.​​He​​also​​made​

​care​​for​​the​​poor​​and​​marginalized​​a​​primary​​emphasis​​of​​his​​ministry​​and​​a​

​key​​aspect​​of​​his​​teachings​​to​​his​​followers.​​Evangelism​​of​​new​​disciples​

​was​​viewed​​as​​a​​first​​step,​​made​​complete​​when​​those​​new​​disciples​​then​

​made​​the​​commitment​​to​​actively​​pursue​​social​​justice.​​Wesley​​was​
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​convinced​​that​​saving​​souls​​and​​pursuing​​justice​​were​​bound​​together.​​He​

​argued​​that​​a​​transformed​​heart​​will​​naturally​​lead​​to​​a​​life​​characterized​​by​

​"justice,​​mercy,​​and​​truth."​

​This​​leads​​to​​a​​final​​reflection​​that​​I​​would​​like​​us​​to​​think​​about​​today.​​It​

​is​​about​​the​​ultimate​​“why”​​that​​explains​​the​​value​​or​​importance​​of​​our​

​vows​​–​​and​​especially​​the​​component​​of​​service​​in​​support​​of​​the​​ministries​

​of​​our​​church.​​Part​​of​​this​​“why”​​is​​stated​​in​​the​​covenant​​ceremony​​#3​​in​

​the​​United​​Methodist​​Hymnal:​​In​​this​​particular​​version,​​during​​the​​vow​

​renewal,​​church​​members​​repeat​​the​​following​​sentence​​together:​​“With​

​God’s​​help,​​we​​will​​so​​order​​our​​lives​​after​​the​​example​​of​​Christ.”​

​What​​better​​way​​is​​there​​for​​us​​as​​Christians​​and​​United​​Methodists​​to​

​live​​out​​our​​gratitude​​to​​God​​for​​His​​gift​​of​​Jesus​​to​​the​​world​​than​​to​

​replicate​​Jesus’​​own​​life​​of​​compassionate​​action​​to​​the​​best​​of​​our​

​abilities?​​In​​doing​​so,​​we​​truly​​glorify​​our​​God,​​who​​is​​the​​essence​​of​​Love​

​itself.​ ​Amen.​
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