A New Identity (September 7, 2025)
Thirteenth Sunday after Pentecost
Green
Philemon 1:1-21

Grace to you and peace from God. 

Wouldn’t it be a wonderful world if we received letters from friends with the same salutation of that of the Apostle Paul? Better yet, wouldn’t it be nice just to receive letters rather than texts and emails?

But I’m not here to talk about the lost art of letter writing. I want to discuss the seemingly lost art of seeing one another as siblings who belong to the family of God and, as such, truly able to love despite flaws, failures, and fickleness. 

Onesimus was standing in the need of such redeeming and accepting love. The runaway slave had returned to his master, Philemon, but Philemon was not willing to take him back. Enter Paul, who steps in to mediate. He urges Philemon to not only welcome Onesimus with open arms but to welcome him as a beloved brother, not a slave. 

Paul knew firsthand how our true identities were not found in the roles we were assigned, nor do they rest in familial bloodlines. Our true identities are steeped in the blood of Christ, making us all siblings of one another. 

By the grace of God, Paul himself received a new identity going from “Saul the Feared Persecutor of Jews” to “Paul the Great Spokesperson for the Risen Lord.” 

Why couldn’t Onesimus’ identity change as well? 

Philemon does as Paul says, and while we don’t have subsequent letters to see how this new friendship progressed, we do have the legends. One has Onesimus becoming an influential Christian leader in Greece. Another has Onesimus becoming bishop of Ephesus. 

While we aren’t certain what is true or not, this we do know: Onesimus, whose name means “useful,” reminds us today, that we, too, are useful in the eyes of God. 

Our identities are not wrapped up in who we think we are, what others say of us, or what we do for a living. Our very being is found in Christ, and as such, Christ urges us to take on a new identity. Perhaps you are really a peacemaker, or bridge builder, or even a compassion sharer? What divine potential is within you? 

Creator God, free us from the roles we play in life. May this day we embrace new identities as your beloved children, ready to be used for your purpose in making this world a loving and just place for all. 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.)

Growing in God's Love (September 14, 2025)
Fourteenth Sunday after Pentecost
Green
1 Timothy 1:12-17

In all my years in ministry, I only once lived in a parsonage. The church-provided house was one of those Sears Roebuck mail-order homes that were popular from 1908 through the 1940s. 

The house had pockets doors, a sunroom, and a cozy living room with a large stone fireplace. It also had a kitchen doorway that was marked with lines and dates, documenting the growth of a former pastor’s child. Judging by the years etched into the wood, it seemed no one had the heart to ever sand the frame and give it a much needed coat of fresh paint. 

The markings always intrigued me, making me pause each time I walked into the kitchen. I would gently touch the grooves and marvel at the miracle of growing up, not just physically, but spiritually as well. 

I thought about how the growth lines on a doorframe are ultimately so finite. There comes the day when we reach our God-intended height. Our spiritual growth lines, though, are infinite. There is no stop point. God wants us to keep growing in knowledge of God’s love. The Spirit wants us all to reach new and glorious heights. 

The Apostle Paul, our ancient, prolific letter writer is once again penning a note of wisdom and grace. This time to his young disciple Timothy. Paul wants to impart his honed leadership skills to Timothy, but before he does, he reflects on his own spiritual growth. He shares with Timothy how no one is beyond the reach of God’s forgiveness and, once received, that forgiveness leads to a spiritual growth spurt that Paul himself experienced. Once a persecutor of Jews, God’s grace led Paul to become a towering proponent of Christ’s love. 

Paul’s letter to Timothy is one we all need to read this day because no matter how old we are, we need to remember that we should never stop growing spiritually. There is a divine doorframe with markings on it for each one of us, recording just how much we have matured in the knowledge of a great and redeeming God. 

Wondering just how much you have grown? Here’s a spiritual exercise for you. Think back to who you were 5 years ago. Now 10 years. How about 20 years ago? What did you believe? What were the prejudices you clung to? What were the awakenings your soul experienced? 

Now mind you, spiritual growth does not always mean a notch higher up on the heavenly doorframe year after year. There might be years of no growth. There might even be years of backsliding. And that’s okay, because the wonderful truth is this: God always gives us another chance. There are limitless opportunities to keep growing in the Spirit.  

God of wisdom, may we never stop growing in the Spirit. May we continue to master the lessons you have for us — lessons on how to love one another, how to trust your guidance, and how to forgive and show grace to others. 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.)

Prayerful Living (September 21, 2025)
Fifteenth Sunday after Pentecost 
Green
1 Timothy 2:1-7 

I recently discovered there’s a monastery just over the mountain from my home in Vermont. Founded in 1960 by a Carthusian monk, the monastery prides itself on being very private. Throughout the years, only once was a newspaper reporter invited inside its holy of holies. 

Perhaps this guarded solitude is what helps the monks true to their motto, “the cross is steady while the world keeps turning.” 

While closed to the public, the monastery does have a website. You can imagine my husband’s reaction when he found me reading the “how to join us” page. Lucky for him, I did not have any of the qualifications. That hasn’t stopped me, though, from desiring a cloistered life. 

The world just seems so volatile these days. It doesn’t take much for my faith to waver, and many times I feel my cross is unsteady in this turning and churning world. I need more quiet moments amid the chaos. I need a stronger prayer life. 

What I need the most, however, is to find a way to live a monastic life while still being plugged into the world. Is that even possible? 

According to author, Kathleen Norris, it is. 

Norris wrote at length about the power of capturing “monk moments” as you go about your day. She explains that it isn’t necessary to turn your back on the world to have deep communion with God. Monk moments are those moments of grace, epiphanies, and peace that are happening all the time. We just need to be open to them.

In fact, I am having a monk moment right now as I write this reflection in a crowded airport en route to preach for a friend in Miami. 

At first glance, this setting is anything but conducive to writing. The air is thick with the stress of many flight delays. The chatter is loud as people call loved ones with new estimated arrival times and gate changes blare over airport speakers. 

And yet, this is my holy ground. There is nothing that is stopping me from talking to God. I can pray. Right here, right now. I can pray for the family that just walked right by me. I can pray for the woman sitting across from me worrying about her flight connection. I can pray for the loved ones I hold in my heart as well as the strangers filling the seats here at the airline gate. 

After all, being a praying people is what God desires from us. And as the Apostle Paul reminds his young disciple, Timothy, our thanksgivings to God should be made for all people in all places. I don’t need to run away to a monastery to pray. I can — and am — having a monk moment right now. What about you? 

All-knowing and ever-listening God, fill our days with beautiful monk moments — moments where amid the noise and chaos of the world, we find peace and solace in your presence. 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.)

Surprising Investment (September 28, 2025)
Sixteenth Sunday after Pentecost
Green
Jeremiah 32:1-3a, 6-15

When my husband and I moved to our 18th-century Vermont home, complete with a charming old stone well, I couldn’t resist doing what generations of farmers have done before me. I named our humble abode, “Old Stone Well Farm.” 

My husband, though, gently pointed out that two chickens and a small garden does not make a farm. Furthermore, he inquired, why would I even want the farming life? 

His question comes from seeing the struggles — and closures — of the farms in the area. He has driven a feed truck long enough to have heard the stories of families barely making ends meet. 

He is a local, rooted in reality. I, on the other hand, am an outsider who still romanticizes early morning milkings. Yes, our little village used to boast more cows than people, but I haven’t given up on the dream of going beyond two chickens and adding some goats and perhaps an apple orchard. 
The prophet Jeremiah bought a farm many years ago despite the warnings from all the naysayers. It wasn’t really an opportune time to invest in land. There were great political conflicts between the Northern and Southern Kingdoms. And to top it all off, Jeremiah was in prison for warning people what was about to befall them. It is then, Jeremiah’s cousin asks the prophet to buy his farm. And so, he does. 

This land deal had nothing to do with buying low and selling high. It had everything to do with hope. Jeremiah proclaimed that he is doing it because God promises that the people will come home from exile and houses and fields and vineyards will be theirs once again. 

How many times have we let reality cloud the vision of hope that God still has for us? Where are the dreamers who can see the goodness of God in the most desperate of situations? 

Three months before his execution by the Nazis, theologian and pastor, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, wrote to his fiancée Maria, “When Jeremiah said, in his people’s hour of direst need, that ‘houses and fields and [vineyards] shall again be bought in this land,’ it was a token of confidence in the future. That requires faith, and may God grant us it daily.”

Yes, may God grant us such faith each day of our lives. Faith to buy the farm and live into the hope of a better tomorrow. 

Old Stone Well Farm has yet to become a real working farm, but that doesn’t mean I have given up on the dream. If anything, I am only just beginning to envision the amazing things that can be. 

God of beautiful tomorrows, help us to invest in your Kingdom. Where others see dead ends, let our eyes see the possibilities. Increase our faith and help us always to hold on to hope. 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.)

