Resources for Reconciling In Christ (RIC) Sunday

January 27, 2013
Third Sunday after Epiphany

Introduction

Every year, ReconcilingWorks: Lutherans for Full Participation offers resources for Reconciling in Christ Sunday, the last Sunday of January.  This Sunday is recognized ecumenically throughout the welcoming church movement.  For faith communities that have made a public stand in welcoming people of all sexual orientations and gender identities, this Sunday is set aside to highlight that welcome. Consider this resource in addition to Sundays and Seasons from Augsburg Fortress for the Third Sunday after Epiphany.

Again this year, the resources we present for RIC Sunday are based on the Revised Common Lectionary texts appointed for the day.  As you will discover, it is as if these texts were already selected specifically for this day.  As we read through the appointed lessons, we heard themes that inspire, support and challenge us in the ministry of welcome and hospitality we affirm on this day.
We hope that the resources below help you plan your own RIC Sunday celebration.  Let the scripture notes inform your worship and sermon preparations.  Use the children’s sermon ideas to discuss your community’s commitment to welcome with your kids.  Select hymns from the list below, or seek out new songs to sing.  Include or adapt these prayers of the people petitions in your own worship.  Begin your worship with the opening litany and/or order for confession and forgiveness, both of which are adapted from the appointed psalm. End your worship with A Recommitment to Reconciliation, or use that as a stand-alone litany with your council or any time you wish to renew your community’s commitment to being a place of welcome for people of all gender identities and sexual orientations.  Let these resources be just the beginning of the ways that your worship celebrates, renews, and grows the mission of hospitality and reconciliation to which we hear God calling us.
Should your community be unable to celebrate RIC Sunday on January 27, feel free to select a date that works better for you, such as a date near National Coming Out Day (October 11) or the anniversary of your joining the Reconciling In Christ program, or in conjunction with the local LGBT Pride celebrations.  You are encouraged to adapt these resources for use at other times.  You are welcome to contact Tim Feiertag (grassroots@reconcilingworks.org) for assistance in creating an RIC Sunday celebration on another day.

So that we know how best to serve you, please let us know when your RIC setting celebrates RIC Sunday this year and any feedback on these resources.  Feel free to forward to us other resources that you use in your celebration which we could share with others for future RIC Sunday celebrations.

The Scriptures

Nehemiah 8:1-3, 5-6, 8-10

In Nehemiah, a recovery of the word takes place with the discovery of a long-lost portion of Torah.  Clearly, the presentation has power to shape the people’s view of themselves and the world around them.  This text serves as a clear reminder that the Word still has power to make us weep and to bring us joy.   What’s striking in this text is the omission of all the names, no doubt an attempt to avoid a pronunciation massacre that would make today’s people weep.  It’s interesting to note, however, that this great presentation of the word requires interpretation by more than one person.  The work of reading Scripture requires an entire community for it to have an effect.  It might be fun to note that this community of interpreters stands “on the right” and “on the left.” Notice, too, the powerful juxtaposition of old words with new interpretation.  Does our own proclamation open new doors or does it simply confirm all patterns and assumptions?  Have the voices of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender persons been included in this community of interpretation?  How might our weeping be different if all voices participated in our public reading and interpretation?  Whose names have been deleted in our lists in order to make the public presentation more palatable?  In one last footnote, pay attention to the movement of the text:  reading, feasting, sharing.  There’s a procession from proclamation to table inevitably ending with the work of justice.

Psalm 19

Where the first reading led to the people’s weeping, this Psalm can hardly contain its joy.  The creative glory of God is present both in words and in creation.  The sun, moving across the sky in fiery brilliance speaks more powerfully than any words.  In fact, the psalm seems to suggest that if words are not present, the creation itself would declare God’s glory.   In many congregations, words of welcome can hardly be spoken, but the presence of bisexual, transgender, lesbian, and gay persons speaks beautifully about what God is doing.  In fact, the full glory of God is most visible when assembly gathers in diverse expression.  However, the last verse, familiar to many of us as a sermon prayer, urges the meditations of our hearts to break forth in words.  Finally, it’s words of welcome and actions of hospitality that bring our meditations into God’s glorious brilliance.

1 Corinthians 12:12-31a

What a perfect text for Reconciling in Christ Sunday!  No one can say to any part of the body, “we don’t need you.”  Even though our first reaction is to welcome these beautiful words, yet to be faithful to the text, we’re called to see how deeply insidious social boundaries become, even today.  We might not tell anyone, “We don’t need you,” but we often put some group’s needs farther down the list than others.  We welcome, but then we rank the quality of gifts, often by what seems most comfortable to us.  We describe others in terms that make sense to us but seem demeaning inside other communities.  Sometimes even our attempts to describe one another’s gifts or struggles end up establishing new labels.  Even the gay and lesbian community often draws a line between itself and the bisexual and transgender communities.  Many in the LGBT movement yearn for the support of communities of color, and communities of color wonder where the white LGBT allies are when issues of race are being addressed.  Even communities of justice build silos and only see through the lens of their own pain.  Does this text draw us to listen more closely to one another, connecting our struggles and pain into one body of action?  Paul’s metaphors, sometimes falling into a ranking of “parts,” reminds of the ongoing work of deconstructing categories and labels.  It calls us to see the reconciling process as ongoing work.  We never quite arrive.  We’re always reconceiving, reimagining, and being remade.

Luke 4:14-21

This text from Isaiah, read by Jesus in the synagogue, is both a summary of Jesus’ own ministry and a blueprint for the work of hospitality and reconciliation in our own ministries.  God certainly gives us the words we need to hear when we need to hear them. Although certainly this new age has already come in Christ, we are faced with the reality that the fullness of justice is not yet experienced by many.  Each line provides guidance for how to move forward in our welcome, never becoming complacent because we joined a roster of welcoming congregations or placed a plaque in our narthex.  How, indeed, will we continue to liberate?  Who is still captive in our churches, neighborhoods, and cities?  Have we asked the question, “Who is not here, and what do we need to do to change that?”  Issues named for us by the transgender community often serve as a growing edge in Lutheran congregations, pointing to the need to explore even the ways that gender expression builds prisons and limits freedom.  What would it mean for our congregations to be places of justice, liberation, and freedom to people who are transgender?  It’s a poignant reminder that these beautiful words of liberation in Luke are often met with resistance and conflict.  The people who heard Jesus read the scroll wanted to throw him off a cliff a few verses later.  Perhaps we should ask how our proclamation is pushing our boundaries, moving us into discomfort and difficulty.  Conflict may seem like crucifixion, but it often leads to resurrection.

Children's Sermon Ideas

Nehemiah:  Bring out the pulpit Bible and find the lesson.  Talk about how people have been reading it for a long time.  Maybe pick a verse to two to find and read.  Have them pick a word that they like.  Tell them that we all hear different things, and the best way to read the bible is to listen to what everyone hears.  We all hear different things because we're all unique.  Everyone should get a chance to say what they think about the Bible.

Another idea:  use the gospel acclamation as a way to do a special and fun gospel procession.  Carry the bible around.  Talk about how the bible makes us glad, and it's exciting when we get to hear it.  The people in Nehemiah's time were excited to hear something new.  This could also connect to the gospel where Jesus is given the scroll to read, and he reads his favorite verse about setting people free.

1st Corinthians:  Have the kids pick their favorite part of the body.  Then say, "OK, let's pick which part is the best."  Have them try to figure out which one is the most important.  If they pick one, say, "OK, everyone we just need [that part]."  Tell the rest that they won't be needed.  Ask if that would work.  Have fun with this. (Don't really send them back to their seats.)  Of course, the kids will see the silliness of leaving out a part of the body.  Remind them that every part is important and needed.
Hymn Suggestions

As you consider what music your community will sing on Reconciling In Christ Sunday, below are several options from Evangelical Lutheran Worship which fit the lectionary texts for the day as well as the broader themes of reconciliation, welcome, and inclusion.  ReconcilingWorks has long maintained a commitment to inclusive language in its worship.  The hymns below reflect those commitments as well, avoiding solely male gendered language for God and humanity.  Also avoided is language that excludes transgender people due to a presentation of an exclusive binary system of gender (“men and women” or “brothers and sisters” for example).  Scroll to the end of this list for additional hymn suggestions!
#208 “Praise to You, O God of Mercy”

This post-communion canticle highlights God’s covenant of love which teaches us care for the weak.

#247 “Come Now, O Prince of Peace”

This hymn, in the Advent section of the ELW, is a prayer for reconciliation of all peoples and nations, calling us to be one body.

#250 “Blessed Be the God of Israel”

Again in the Advent section of the ELW, this hymn links to the gospel reading in its emphasis on the message of the prophets that God comes to free us.  As your congregation focuses on welcoming those who have been excluded, imagine the power of singing “that we might worship without fear. . .”

#358 “Great God, Your Love Has Called Us”

We hear in this hymn that we have been brought together by God’s love, reflecting Christ’s likeness.  Individual and systemic sins are confessed.  Creation’s ability to sing praise connects with the psalm.

#403 “Like the Murmur of the Dove’s Song”

This prayer invokes the Holy Spirit to come to the members of Christ’s body and to heal divisions.

#496 “One Bread, One Body”

The unity of the body of Christ is explored in this hymn.  A binary system of gender is lifted up as one category which no longer limits us as God’s new creation. Recognition of many gifts connects to the epistle lesson.

#507 “O God of Light”

This hymn explores the ability of God’s Word both to correct and comfort us.  The varied gifts of saints, apostles, prophets, and sages (both eager and reluctant) are lifted up.  Though we sing in varied tongues, we form one united anthem.

#513 “Listen, God Is Calling”

Having received God’s Word, we are called to share that good news, that none be forgotten.

#522 “As We Gather at Your Table”

This hymn reminds us that the sacred stories of scripture become our stories as we share God’s love, peace, and compassion with others.

#641 “All Are Welcome”

With its clear refrain of welcome, this hymn can serve as a recommitment to live out the welcome we proclaim, to see Christ in one another, and to hear our story within God’s story.

#710 “Let Streams of Living Justice”

This hymn echoes the passage from Isaiah pronounced by Jesus in the gospel reading. It calls us to use our gifts in loving service toward our neighbor.  The imagery of a colorful fabric may inspire you to explore ways of incorporating bold colors throughout the sanctuary.

#716 “Lord of All Nations, Grant Me Grace”

Grace is the key to reconciliation in this hymn.  Through grace, we are able to love, confess, and forgive beyond the barriers that divide us.

In addition to songs from our hymnal, you are also encouraged to seek out hymns and songs appropriate to the day that might be new to your community.  Here are some ways to pursue that option.

Here are two websites to check out.

ReconcilingWorks member David Weiss has been a frequent contributor to ReconcilingWorks resources, writing hymns and liturgies.  On his website http://tothetune.wordpress.com/writings/hymn-texts/ he lists several hymn texts which can be sung to familiar hymn tunes.  The website describes how to gain permission to use those hymns in worship.

David Lohman is a staff member at our partner organization, the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force’s Institute for Welcoming Resources.  His music has been used at several ReconcilingWorks events as well.  On his website http://www.welcomesongmusic.com/music.html you can sample and purchase several of his compositions.  To witness a very powerful use of his hymn “For All the Children,” follow this link to a YouTube presentation: http://youtu.be/3wLQ63LMC-A
How else could you find new songs to sing? Ask nearby welcoming congregations of other denominations what songs they sing to celebrate their commitment to hospitality.  Perhaps you have a poet in your midst who could write new words to a familiar hymn tune.  Are there hymns you heard at a conference (such as a gathering of ReconcilingWorks) or at a synod assembly that you can get permission to use?  These are some ways to expand your musical repertoire!
May the Good News of God’s extravagant love be heard in our singing!
Prayers of the People

Let us pray for the church, that leaders of the worldwide church and the leaders of the ELCA may live out its mission to invite in, welcome and embrace all people: those who are just like us and those who are different, truly recognizing that all of us have our own gifts and callings that together make the body of Christ, bringing Christ alive in our world.  

Hear us O God,

Your mercy is great

Let us pray for our world, who cries out in need: a need for justice, a need for mercy, a need for peace. Send your life-giving spirit to move every heart, so that the walls that divide us may come tumbling down, the hatred that keeps us from love end, and the suspicions living in our hearts cease. Help us bring about a world where all are named and respected and where each person is seen as adding to the beauty of creation.

Hear us O God,

Your mercy is great

Let us pray for all those in need of body mind or spirit, all those in need of healing. We lift up to you, Loving God, those who are in need, those we know about who we name before you now silently or aloud…and those who are in need who we may not know. May all of these be lifted up into your loving arms so they may be held, comforted and brought to wholeness.

Hear us O God,

Your mercy is great

Let us pray in thanksgiving for what you have given us. Today we especially give thanks for the gifts of the diversity of human creation. We give thanks for people of all sexual orientations and gender identities and for the gifts they have shared in our church through their presiding, preaching and presence. They reflect to us, the church and the world the beauty of God’s creation within diversity. Help us bring the message of that beauty to others so that they too may see this wonderful beauty.

Hear us O God,

Your mercy is great
Liturgical Options
The psalm text for this day lends itself to a call and response, and a confession and forgiveness.  Therefore we would suggest using this text throughout the service.  The actual Psalm 19 text presented comes from The Inclusive Psalms by Priests for Equity 2004, www.quixote.org and can be reprinted with appropriate credit.  

Psalm 19 printed with permission from www.quixote.org, The Inclusive Psalms by Priests for Equity 2004.

Opening Litany  (Call and Response)

L:  “The heavens herald your glory, O God, and the skies display your handiwork.”

C: “Day after day they tell their story, and night after night they reveal the depth of their understanding.”

L:  “Without speech, without words, without even audible voice, their cry echoes through all the world, and their message reaches the ends of the earth.”

C:  “For in the heavens, the sun has pitched a tent.”

L:  “It comes forth with the grandeur of a wedding procession, with the eagerness of an athlete ready to race.”

C:  “It rises at one end of the sky and travels to the other end, and nothing escapes its warmth.”

L:  Great One of warmth and light, we gather together to praise your name, to exalt the majesty of your creation, and to reconcile ourselves to your purposes.  Grant us, members of the body of Christ, your welcome, your grace, your love, and your guidance as we work to create the church you intend.

C:  “May the words of my mouth and the thoughts of my heart be pleasing in your sight, Adonai, my rock and my redeemer!”  Amen.

Confession and Forgiveness

L:  “Your law, Adonai, is perfect;   C:  it refreshes the soul.”
L:  “Your rule is to be trusted;   C:  it gives wisdom to the naive.”
L:  “Your purposes, O God, are right; C:  they gladden the heart.”
L:  “Your command is clear; C:  it gives light to the eyes.”
L:  “Holding you in awe, Adonai, is purifying; C: it endures.”

L:  “Your decrees are steadfast, C:  and all of them just.”
L:  “They are more precious than gold, than the purest of gold,”

C:  “and sweeter than honey, than honey fresh from the comb.”

L:  “In them your faithful people find instruction; there is great reward in keeping them.”

ALL:  “But who can detect one’s own failings?  Forgive the misdeeds I don’t even know about!  Keep your faithful one from presumptions as well, so that my faults never control me. Then I will be blameless and innocent of a grave error.”

L:  Adonai, who is faithful and just, understands our human failings, and loves us despite, because, through, and beyond them.  Take heart in knowing that your sins are forgiven and you are, once again, called to justice, reconciliation, and inclusiveness.  

C:  Praise and thanks to the Creator of all.  Amen.
A Recommitment to Reconciliation

L:  Beloved children of God, we have been gathered together at this time, in this place.  God’s grace surrounds us, cleansing us from our sin, opening to us the words of scripture, feeding us with God’s very presence, and empowering us to proclaim good news: release, recovery, and freedom!  As we prepare to go out from this place, let us pause to remember the ministry that has been given us.
Hear these words from 2 Corinthians 5

So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new!  All this is from God, with whom we have been reconciled through Christ, and by whom we have been given the ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to Godself, not counting the people’s trespasses against them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us.
People of [your congregation name here], the powers of this world will attempt to impose old distinctions upon you—male and female, slave and free, Jew and Greek—barriers to keep you separated from one another.  Will you remember that in Christ you have been made a new creation?
C:  We will, and we ask God to help and guide us.
L:  The powers of this world will attempt to restrict your vision, to keep you from seeing the outcast, the poor, and the stranger.  Will you remember that God is reconciling the entire world to Godself?

C:  We will, and we ask God to help and guide us.

L:  The powers of this world will continue to count your trespasses against you, telling you that you are far too flawed, too insignificant, too wounded to make any difference.  Will you remember that God has chosen you to be God’s messenger?

C:  We will, and we ask God to help and guide us.

L:  Let the words of our mouths and the meditation of our hearts be acceptable to you, O Lord, our rock and our redeemer.

C:  Amen, amen!
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