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Psalm 30; Galatians 1:11-24; Luke 7:11-17 
    

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

after Pentecost.   Welcome to those of you in the sanctuary and those online.   

The local congregation is the highest level of authority in our denominations and they are 

guided by the saying: in essentials, unity, in nonessentials, liberty and in all things, charity.  It is 

up to us to decide what the essentials are.   

Certainly, in all things charity is essential, charity meaning Christ-like, charitable 

lovingkindness.  We are at liberty to form our own idea of Jesus and relationship to him, but we 

have unity believing that the Spirit working through Jesus represents a higher power that is a 

force of love—a power that can comfort, heal and restore us, that can help us hold together when 

things are falling apart and bring new life out of death.  That force of love enables us to see our 

oneness with all creation and step across whatever divides us to offer unconditional care and 

support and serve as a channel of the higher power of love into the world.   

When a whole community does this together, it becomes a powerful force for 

transformation.  So let us be such a life-giving force again today, extending our lovingkindness 

and welcome especially to those we do not know and those we know are struggling, whether in 

person or on zoom. 

  

Call to Worship:  If one essential here is that we have a hunch that there is a higher 

spiritual power in the universe, then another is that when we sense its power working in our lives, 

we have a spiritual and emotional response.   

If we walk in the valley of the shadow of death and then feel a higher power of healing 

pull us back into the light, we feel grateful to the force that restored us.   

Or if we have seen another person struggling, and have been moved by compassion to 

offer Christ-like lovingkindness, if we have been inspired by a Spirit that feels as if it comes from 

beyond us that has helped us do or say just the right thing to help another person, that, too, moves 
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us to give thanks and praise.  Let us worship together now the Spirit of God that we sense in all 

such moments of grace.   

 

Children’s Time:   Over the next few Sundays we are going to hear passages from Paul’s 

letter to the churches in the central area of Turkey known as Galatia.   

Galatians is one of the most interesting books in the Bible because Paul was hopping, 

spitting, shouting mad when he wrote it.   

The reason he was angry is that he had founded a group of churches in Galatia and taught 

them about the Holy Spirit and Jesus according to his own experience, and now other people had 

come in to those churches after Paul had left and taught them things that he felt were completely 

wrong.   

What it came down to was something like that saying, in non-essentials, liberty—meaning 

that we are free, liberated, from every material thing that isn’t absolutely essential to our spiritual 

wellbeing.  Paul says that the only thing that matters to make us good people in the eyes of Jesus 

is letting the Spirit of love work through us, but what the other teachers told the Galatians is that 

you also need to follow all the Jewish commandments and traditions.   

Paul wanted to do something as soon as someone told him this was going on, but he was 

far away and there were no phones or Zoom or email, no cars or trains or planes, so he had to try 

to save the Galatians’ freedom solely by the power of what he wrote.   

He began the letter by trying to convince them that he knew what he was talking about, 

and that his authority came not from any organization or human, but straight from Jesus himself.  

The proof of Paul’s argument is that he was on the road to Damascus in order to arrest Christians 

and have them executed when Jesus came to him in a vision and asked him why he was 

persecuting his people.  The vision made Paul blind until a follower of Jesus came and restored 

him to life.   

From then on, the Spirit that was in Jesus was in Paul, and without him, we might not be 

here today, and without his getting so mad at the church in Galatia we might not have the freedom 

we do and the sense that letting the Spirit of love act through us is the single most essential thing.  
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Paul’s experience of that Spirit is what made him so passionate and powerful, and we can open to 

that same experience with spiritual practices, including one in particular…Prayer!   

Let us pray the prayer Jesus taught us… 

 

Sermon:  You Restored Me to Life 

The 30th Psalm says, “I will extol you, O God, for you have drawn me up, and did not let 

my foes rejoice over me.” 

Imagine a Ukrainian singing those words tonight from the stage of the reopened Odesa 

Opera House, in a triumph of the spirit that is a mix of equal parts grief and defiant will to live. 

  “O God my God, I cried to you for help, and you have healed me.”  Imagine the little 

waterfalls of Copperas Hill and the clear rapids of the restored Ompompanoosuc River singing 

this, flowing orange no more. 

“O God, you brought up my soul from Sheol, restored me to life from among those gone 

down to the Pit….”  Imagine someone who has suffered the hell of addiction and gained recovery, 

imagine someone who has suffered deep depression or grief and awoken one day to find they 

have emerged from the abyss.  

“Weeping may linger for the night, but joy comes with the morning…. 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.”  Imagine the last African-American slaves to be set free 

on June 19, 1865—imagine a whole people singing this with all their hearts. 

Maybe you do not have to imagine.  Maybe you have passed through a time of devastation 

to a new life, a new light, a new love.   

Or maybe you have experienced this power profoundly when you have been able to lift 

someone you love back into the light, or have helped win a victory for a cause of justice and 

peace. 

“You restored me to life.”  What an amazing thing to say, full of joy, praising a power that 

is higher than our own.  And what an amazing thing to hear someone say to us, acknowledging 

that a higher power has flowed through us.  We diminish our joy greatly if we take the credit 
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ourselves and think we are the source of that restoring.  It is a gift to us as much as birth and 

breath. 

It also diminishes the joy of restoration if we forget too quickly where we have been. 

Thomas Lynch is an undertaker and wise writer.  Lynch says that funerals and memorial 

services too often avoid acknowledging the reality of death.  He says that when we do that, we are 

leaving out the most important message, which is that our religion offers a path through death, or 

the fear of death, to peace and joy and more abundant life.  We cannot find that path if we focus 

only on giving thanks for good things, because the path to transformation and restoration begins 

at the gate of the Pit.  The path to the joy that comes in the morning begins in the darkness of a 

grievous night. 

I have walked with many people through the valley of the shadow of death.  They have all 

confronted some form of fear or anger or deep grief, they have all struggled, but for some, dying 

became all about life.  For these people, the struggle was to have their dying serve love and life 

and light, to have dying be a time for continuing the fulfillment of their purpose and meaning. 

I think of one beloved parishioner in his 80s, who had suffered terrible heartbreak and loss 

over the years.  He had just fallen deeply in love and joyfully married when he was diagnosed 

with cancer.  As it rapidly advanced, all he said he wanted every day was “another day with 

Helen.”  Love made him radiant.  He had his bad days, but even on them he made a point of 

bringing light and kindness to every person who came in his room, friend and stranger, doctor and 

orderly alike.  His time of dying served life abundantly and lifted us all right to the end.   

But I also remember some who died with no loving purpose, crying out of a darkness of 

despair that dragged down all who heard their voice. 

For both those who die and those who grieve, death can be a terrible place where we 

remain stuck, or death can be a terrible place that turns us onto a new path that leads to restoration 

and more abundant life.   

We can learn how to transform death into something that advances life.  This is the 

wisdom that we find in our spiritual tradition.  The Psalm tells what one person did to find the 

path out of sickness and loss and the Pit of death.  “O God my God, I cried to you for help.” 
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The secret of the Psalmist’s eventual joy was to keep turning to God even when God 

seemed to be absent, angry or cruel.  Our spiritual tradition says that this simple but difficult 

repeated turning connects us to the source of abundant life and restores us.  It may take years, like 

Moses and the children of Israel in the wilderness, but grace comes all along that hard spiritual 

path. 

In today’s gospel story,  Jesus is just entering the town gate when a dead man is being 

carried out on a bier.  The gate stands for the moment of confrontation with death when we have 

the opportunity to find the path through death to life.   

The dead man was his mother’s only son, and she was a widow.  A widow with no son was 

vulnerable and uncared for in that society.   

 The heart of the story, on which it all depends, is the fact of Christ’s compassion.  If the 

Holy Spirit is not the force of compassionate love in the universe, then there is no truth to the 

story and no hope.  But people have found that higher power for thousands of years in the face of 

death and grief.  Connecting to that compassionate love is the key to transformation and 

restoration. 

Jesus tells the mother not to weep, not because her loss is not tragic, but because 

something else is about to happen.  It happens when Jesus lifts his hand to the bier  and the 

bearers become still and at peace.  A peace that seems to come from beyond us is one of the 

characteristic turning points along the path from death toward restoration. 

Jesus tells the dead man to rise, and the man sits up and Jesus gives him to his mother.  

The touch of the Spirit of God restores us to the eternal, ever-flowing source of life. 

This story can be read about the way we deal with our own physical death or our grief at 

the death of others, or about other forms of death, like passing from one stage of life to another, or 

letting go of our ego.   

And this story can be read about how the touch of our compassion and love can give life to 

those around us, and to the earth itself, leading a violent, damaged world toward restitution and 

sustainability.   

Whatever kind of death we each face now is a terrible thing, but it is also a gate that can 

lead to a new life that we cannot foresee, a life that waits ahead in the darkness.  If we follow the 



You Restored Me to Life 

 

6 

path of spiritual wisdom, turning to God, opening to the touch of Christ, opening to the Spirit, we 

too may feel able to say in the end, “You have restored me to life.  O God, my God, I will give 

thanks to you forever.” 

Let us pray in silence… 

 

Haiku by Mel Goertz: 

     Tangle of briar. 

A single rose bud 

       reaching up into the Light.  

 


