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Welcome:  Welcome to the United Church of Strafford, Vermont, on this Third Sunday of 

Easter.  Welcome to those of you in the sanctuary and those online.   

Our full Future Directions Vision begins, “The United Church of Strafford aspires to be a 

welcoming congregation of open doors, hearts and minds, accepting our imperfections, embracing 

our differences and other cultures and traditions, and maintaining freedom to choose beliefs as 

individuals while living up to the name United Church.  We want to be a place of faithful Christ-

like love to which anyone who needs spiritual, personal or material support can turn, a beloved 

community connecting deeply and sharing honestly…, a warm nest for us to land in when we are 

new to the church that becomes in time our spiritual home and extended family.”   

That is such a beautiful aspiration, and to fulfill it requires something even more beautiful:     

unconditional hospitality.   

That may sound daunting, but in fact it is much easier to be welcoming to all than 

welcoming only to some.  We do not need to spend any time or energy asking if a person is 

worthy of our care and lovingkindness, we do not have to search out those we approve or like.  

We just make sure every person here feels enthusiastically welcomed, especially those we do not 

know well, both in person and on Zoom.   

Let us fulfill that vision today with joy! 

  

Call to Worship:  Easter is a season of joy because it reminds us who or what God is.  A 

verse of a hymn that we will sing today says, “Freshness of the morning, newness of each night, 

You are still creating endless love and light.”   

God is the creative Spirit of love and life and light flowing from the beginning of the 

universe to now through the galaxies and stars and through each one of us, no matter who we are 

or what we have done.  The Spirit shows no partiality, it uses the weak and the imperfect and 

even the worst of wrong-doers to bring love and light into the world.   
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This is the greatest of good news.  God forgives us and wants to help us be our best selves 

today no matter how we were yesterday, if we are willing.  We have an infinite number of second 

chances.   

Let us worship together in the joy of that faith… 

Children’s Time:   Here’s a story that took place not long after the first Easter on the Sea 

of Galilee where Jesus had lived.   

Some of the disciples had been fishing in a boat all night and had caught nothing.  At dawn 

they saw a man alone on the shore who called out to them, “Children, you have no fish, have 

you?” They answered, “No.”  

He said, “Cast the net to the right side of the boat, and you will find some.” So they cast it, 

and they were not able to haul it in because there were so many fish.   

Then John said to Peter, “It’s Jesus!” Peter dove out of the boat and swam as fast as he 

could.  He found that Jesus had built a campfire and was cooking fish and he had bread, and he 

invited them to join him.   

After the meal he had a conversation with Peter.  Remember that the day Jesus was killed 

people accused Peter of being a follower of Jesus three times and he denied it every time.  So now 

Jesus asked Peter a fair question: “Do you love me?”   

Peter said, yes, you know I love you.  Jesus said, “Feed my lambs.”  

A second time Jesus asked, Peter, do you love me? And Peter said, yes.  And Jesus said, 

tend my sheep.   

And a third time Jesus asked, do you love me?  And now Peter was deeply hurt and said, 

“Lord, you know everything, you know that I love you.” And Jesus said feed my sheep, and 

follow me.   

The lesson in this story is that we all make mistakes, we all do things wrong sometimes, 

and Jesus is ready to forgive us every time.  All that matters is, do we love him, really and truly?  

And are we willing to follow him now?   

We show Jesus we love him by diving in with enthusiasm the way Peter did, helping and 

being kind to the people around us, doing the works of love and justice Jesus did—that’s what 

feed my lambs and tend my sheep mean.  If we do not know how to be like Jesus in any given 

moment, there is something we can always do that helps….  
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Pray!  That’s what Jesus did!  That is what helped him know what to do and helped him 

overcome whatever he had to in order to do it.    Let us pray the prayer Jesus taught us… 

 

Sermon:  Second Acts 

Richard Rohr says, “If there is such a thing as human perfection, it seems to emerge 

precisely from how we handle the imperfection that is everywhere, especially our own. What a 

clever place for God to hide holiness, so that only the humble and earnest will find it! A ‘perfect’ 

person ends up being one who can consciously forgive and include imperfection rather than one 

who thinks he or she is totally above and beyond imperfection…. We grow spiritually much more 

by doing it wrong than by doing it right.”  from Falling Upward: A Spirituality for the Two 

Halves of Life 

Imagine being that wise, imagine laughing with delight like Rumi in “The Guest House” 

when things go badly for us because we know this bad thing will turn into a good thing through 

the alchemy of the Spirit. 

 Today’s scriptures remind us why we can trust and even rejoice when we have struggles 

or hurt feelings or make mistakes.   

Paul was an expert on this “hooray” theology in the face of seemingly horrible 

circumstances.  He learned the hard way to “rejoice always, pray without ceasing and give thanks 

in all circumstances.”  (I Thessalonians 5:18)  

In today’s passage the Pharisee Saul was completely on the wrong track, chasing the 

loving, kind followers of Christ and arresting them and having them stoned to death.  On his way 

to do that in Damascus he was thrown to the ground and blinded by a flash of light that rendered 

him powerless.  Then he had the humiliation of being healed by one of the people he had come to 

arrest and kill.  Finally, he had the most humbling experience of all: he became the Apostle Paul, 

a leading spokesman and organizer of the very sect he had hated and persecuted. 

If anyone has the authority to tell us to say “hooray” in the midst of our trials, it is Paul, 

but he is far from alone.  The Disciple Peter could testify to this wisdom, as we heard today in the 

story from John, and so could Abraham and Sarah, Jacob, Moses, Mary Magdalene, John Donne, 

John Newton, Dorothy Day and millions of 12 Step Group members, and so could I and so could 

many of you, I expect. 
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Bishop Desmond Tutu wrote in The Book of Forgiving: The Fourfold Path for Healing 

Ourselves and Our World, “The Bible is full of stories of reckless, immoral and criminal people 

who transformed their lives, who became saints.”   

The Bible could not be clearer: instead of being glum when things are going badly, instead 

of despairing at our imperfections or weakness, we can turn to God and rejoice in the knowledge 

that God can still use us to do good in the world.  We can have second acts of compassion, 

lovingkindness and heroic activism no matter what we have done in the first act. 

It is not that God will make us perfect so that we are worthy of being used for some good, 

it is that God repeatedly chooses to use those who are not worthy by human social standards.  

God uses particularly those who have suffered, those who have done great wrong and know it, 

those who are humiliated or humble.   

To understand why God works this way we need to step back and think about who or what 

God is, and what God wants to accomplish.  God is the source of love and life and light.  The 

purpose of God’s creation is to let there be light, and let there be life, and let there be love.   

Reality is as simple as that, truly, but we humans come along and make it about other 

things.  We make it about power or wealth or honor or status, we make the purpose of life into 

self-aggrandizement, a greedy grab for all we can get of whatever it is that makes us feel worthy.   

Jesus tried over and over again to get us to abandon the selfish human worthiness-seeking 

way of life and turn to God’s way.  He said we had to lose our life to gain it, he said blessed are 

the meek and poor in spirit and those who are persecuted, he said the greatest of all would be the 

last of all and servant of all, he said to forgive seventy times seven times, meaning simply always, 

and he said absolutely, “Do not judge.”  

Yet human nature being what it is, as long as things are going well for us, we tend not to 

take God’s way seriously.  As the Psalm says, “I said in my prosperity, ‘I shall never be moved.’”  

It took a fall from human success for the Psalmist to turn back to God.  Then the Psalmist could 

write, “You have turned my mourning into dancing; you have taken off my sackcloth and clothed 

me with joy, so that my soul may praise you and not be silent.  O God, my God, I will give thanks 

to you forever.”   

We can think of God in different ways to make sense of this: a teacher who lets her pupils 

make mistakes so they learn; a parent who imposes consequences on his children so they will 



Second Acts 5 

choose more wisely next time; or God as the sacred way flowing through the universe that leads 

to love and life and light and feels good to those who follow it, whereas to stray from it leads to 

trouble and feels awful. 

The advantage to doing wrong or suffering hardship and becoming humble is that we learn 

not to trust in things that are not God.  We learn to turn instead to the unconditional forgiveness 

and force of love that we see in Jesus.  The weak and lowly become saints because each time we 

fall and get up we grow a little wiser and more compassionate and become more useful to the 

Holy Spirit.   

Amazing things can happen when we accept and surrender to the reality of whatever 

struggle we face and turn to God, asking who God wants us to be and what God wants us to do in 

this new situation.  The things we have been looking at as our greatest obstacles to grace become 

the very things the Spirit uses to transform us into greater instruments of grace.   

This is our great hope as individuals and as a species that is destroying its own planet. 

The Holy Spirit is a spirit of second acts, of second chances, and our part of the 

transformation is to open to it, believe in it, yearn for it, and say hooray without ceasing in all 

circumstances in complete faith that the second act will happen.   

Paul did not mean that we would never suffer—he suffered floggings, prisons, shipwrecks 

and crucifixion.  Yet he knew that “all things,” even our sufferings, “work together for the good 

for those who love God and want to serve God’s purpose.” (Romans 8:28)  That is our task, to 

keep seeking the love and life and light of God in our heart, come what may, and follow where it 

leads, trusting it is the path to joy. 

Let us turn our heart in that direction now as we pray in silence… 

  

 

Haiku by Mel Goertz: 

Once again the deer 
     are grazing on green grass. 

Perhaps the snow has passed. 
 


