Free to Grieve (October 5, 2025)
Seventeenth Sunday after Pentecost
Green
Psalm 137

A seminary professor once told his class of future pastors that there should always be a box of tissues in the pews of the churches they will serve. 

“If a person can’t cry in the sanctuary, then where?” he asked.

I took this advice to heart. Every church I shepherded I made the case to the frugal finance committee for why we needed to order boxes of tissues for the pews. 

It was an added cost worth every penny because there was always one person who came through the church doors as a stranger seeking solace who stayed as a sibling who had found healing. And the comment from these solace seekers was always the same: “Pastor, I was grateful for those tissues. I never felt like I could cry like that in church.” To which I replied, “If not here, then where?”

For the exiled Israelites it was by the rivers of Babylon where we are told they hung their harps on the willows and proceeded to lament — sobbing a great and heavy collective sob over all that they had lost. They were captives of Babylon. They had lost not just their physical homes, but their spiritual havens as well. They were stripped of their identities and their freedoms. 

There are many today in our world in need of a willow to hang their harp on. They need a safe place to crumble to the ground and sob over all that they have lost, be it an actual place of belonging or a sense of purpose. 

Perhaps we, ourselves, are finding the Israelites’ grief hitting too close to home. Losses are piling on top of losses without anytime to properly grieve or adjust to realities that are strange and unwelcomed. 

We are living in a time where we all need to give ourselves — and others — the permission to freely grieve. We need to open wide those floodgates that have been holding back our tears. We need to cry to God in our distress. We need to wail and flail over all the injustices happening to and around us. We are in a place of exile from what we have treasured, and thought would never be taken away from us. 

We all need a riverbank where we can sit and grieve. We need a place of refuge where we can let it all out. We need a pew with a box of tissues in it, lovingly placed by a pastor who is ready to shed a tear with us. 

Compassionate God who not only hears our cries, but weeps with us, we bring you our tears, asking you to wipe them away and restore to us a sense of renewal and wholeness. In Jesus’ name, we pray. Amen. 
(Rev. Donna Frischknecht Jackson is a communications specialist for the United Church of Christ and author of today’s Sunday Bulletin.)

Planting Life (October 12, 2025)
Eighteenth Sunday after Pentecost 
Green
Jeremiah 29:1, 4-7 

If you knew the world would end tomorrow, what would you do today? 

When Martin Luther, the 16th-century German scholar and theologian, was asked this question, he replied, “I would plant an apple tree.”

Now it’s debatable whether Luther said this or not. He did adore nature, and he did give us the tradition of bringing an evergreen into our homes at Christmastime. But regardless of him planting an actual apple tree, what really matters is how we would answer such a question today. 

What would we do to show hope in the future even when that future didn’t seem very promising? Would we dare to plant a tree? 

Jeremiah would. The prophet even invites those he is writing to who are now living in exile in Babylon to join him. Lay down roots even in a strange land. 

The children of God, though, don’t want any part of the Babylonian way of life. They want to return to Jerusalem. Their homesickness is spiraling into a deep, gloomy pit that is robbing them of the joy God still has for them. 

Isn’t it true for all of us that when life doesn’t go our way, our disappointments often cloud our eyes from seeing the still-in-front-of-us God possibilities. 

Jeremiah, though, isn’t buying their pity party. He instructs them on how to carry on with hope and faith. Take wives. Have children. Multiply there in the land of your exile. Build homes. Plant gardens. Don’t wait for when you return to Jerusalem. Live in the now and make beautiful plans for tomorrow — despite your current situation. 

Lay down roots even in the very soil you wish your feet never stepped upon, for in that very soil a seed will still grow into something beautiful. 

We are all being called to plant life this day — to bring forth hope amid despair, beauty amid ugliness, and calm amid chaos. 

If you knew the world would end tomorrow, what would you do? 

May today we take our shovels and begin planting Luther’s fabled apple trees. 

God of promises, help us to accept where we are this day in our lives. Rather than focusing on what we don’t have or what we long for, open our eyes to the beautiful gifts and the precious people who are right in front of us. In Jesus’ name, we pray. Amen. 

(Rev. Donna Frischknecht Jackson is a communications specialist for the United Church of Christ and author of today’s Sunday Bulletin.)

Ask Boldly; Live Justly (October 19, 2025)
Nineteenth Sunday after Pentecost 
Green
Luke 18:1-8 

Robert Frost once said that the “best way out is always through.” Vermont’s poet laureate was, of course, talking about tackling a problem head on with great persistence. 

Persistence can be a good thing for the one who persists. It can also be annoying to the person on the receiving end of the incessant pleas. Just ask any parent with a yet-to-be housebroken puppy on their hands all because it was easier to give in to their child’s requests for the bundle of fur. 

In the case of puppies, persistence can be seen as a negative trait. But in the case of God, persistence is a beautiful virtue. One that we all need to embrace, especially in our prayer lives. 

That is exactly what Jesus tells his friends here in Luke’s Gospel. Jesus wants them to understand the amazing power there is in bringing all their cares and worries to God in prayer. “Don’t lose heart. Keep on praying,” he says. 

Jesus then gives them an example of what persistence in God’s kingdom looks like. There was a widow, he tells them, who was seeking justice. The judge, though, wouldn’t give it to her. She didn’t give up. Rather, she went to the judge daily with her request for justice. It finally got to the point where the judge would cringe when he heard who was at his door wanting to see him — yet again! Not wanting the widow to wear him out, the judge finally grants her the justice she sought. 

Persistence paid off for the widow, and it can pay off for us in our prayer lives as well. But know this: Unlike the judge who finally gives in to the widow, God “gives in” to us not because we wore God out. God “gives in” out of great love for us. God only wants the best for us and will answer our prayer according to God’s will. 

When I was young, I fell in love with a Barbi wedding dress that I saw on the shelf in the toy store. My mom said it was too expensive. I kept asking for it though. My persistence didn’t pay off. Rather than getting the flimsy, mass manufactured Barbi dress, my mother gave me a piece of cream satin fabric, scissors, sewing needles and thread. She told me to create my own Barbi wedding dress. I did. And not only was it prettier than I could ever had imagined it to be, but my mom, in her wisdom, ignited my passion for fashion design. 

Jesus was right. We must never lose hope. We must always be persistent, for we just don’t know where our God answered prayers will lead. 

God, we thank you that your door is always opened to us. There is never a time when you will not listen to our pleas and problems. May we become persistent prayer warriors who never lose heart and never give up, for we know you answer us in your time and in your loving way. In Jesus’ name, we pray. Amen. 

(Rev. Donna Frischknecht Jackson is a communications specialist for the United Church of Christ and author of today’s Sunday Bulletin.)

Just Worship (October 26, 2025)
Twentieth Sunday after Pentecost 
Green
Luke 18:9-14 

I had a childhood friend who always wanted attention. Be it on the playground or in the classroom, her favorite words were, “Look at me!” She needed affirmation. She desired recognition. 

I, on the hand, was quite shy. So, whenever my friend went into spotlight seeking mode, I would inch away from her. I didn’t want attention by association. 

While I never would stop being her friend, at times it bothered me. So much so that I would take my frustration to the one person I knew would listen and understand. No, not God. Although that should have been my first choice. Rather, I took my woes to my mom. 

The wisdom she spoke to me, I can still hear today. Those who cry “look at me” are often lacking something deep inside, she said. When you know who you are — more importantly, when you know it is God you belong to — then there is no need to be loud in your search for validation.

Luke’s Gospel illustrates this perfectly for us, presenting a picture of two people praying in the public square. One, a Pharisee, bellowing his “look at me” prayer for all to hear. 

“Thank you, God, that I am not like the tax collector,” he shouts in misguided praise and thanksgiving. 

The other person is in fact that tax collector, who also comes before God in a time of much-need prayer. But rather than stepping into the spotlight, he hides himself in the shadows. He doesn’t want anyone looking at him. He doesn’t even want God’s eyes on him. He is sorrowful and truly repentant. 
God, though, sees the man in the shadows. God also sees the attention-seeking Pharisee. And God sees right into their hearts. So, when Jesus tells his friends which man went home justified, they might have been surprised to have heard it was the man in the shadows. 

“Look at me! Look at me!” is not something that should be coming out of the mouths of those following Christ. For Jesus, himself, reminded his friends often that he had come to serve and not be served. Jesus taught there was greatness in weakness and that the first shall be last and the last shall be first. 

We don’t have to shout to God this day, “Look at me!” Rather, we should be whispering, “Have mercy on me.” For God already sees us. God knows the desires, fears, joys, and secrets that are in our hearts. We don’t need to validate our goodness or our worth with God. And for that, let the people shout, “Amen!”

All-knowing God, you who sees into our hearts know already what we need. We do not need to justify our goodness or seek validation. We are your beloved children, and you care for us deeply. Help us this day to remember how worthy we are in your sight. In Jesus’ name, we pray. Amen. 

(Rev. Donna Frischknecht Jackson is a communications specialist for the United Church of Christ and author of today’s Sunday Bulletin.)



