JANUARY, 2019

A sermon preached on December 9th, 2018 – the second Sunday in

Advent — based upon Luke 3:1-6
I’d like to begin this morning by inviting you to think back to your
experience of being in middle school, or to think of the experience of a
middle schooler you know and love. I see some of you grimacing.
The experience can be pretty tough and a large part of what makes
it so hard is the pressure felt to “fit in.” There can be a quality of
desperation and fear to this need. It is as if there are this set of unwritten
rules that the cool kids came up with to which everybody else feels
compelled to conform. Self-expression is inhibited under a paralyzing selfconsciousness and profound feelings of inadequacy. “If I can’t ‘fit in’ at
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least don’t let me ‘stand out!’ Better to be invisible than be the object of mockery.” And so
the young person feels obliged as Jesus put it, “to hide one’s light under a bushel.”
Although Middle School is often the most intense time in a person’s life regarding
these kinds of pressures, on some level the struggle persists
throughout the course of life.
There are these two great needs we human beings have
which in this broken world often come in conflict.
The first is to connect with other human beings. It is the need
to belong. God said, “It is not good for Adam to be alone,” expressing
this innate need for connection, whether simply to one other person, a
mate – or to a tribe. We are social beings who require relationships to
feel whole.
The second need is a little more difficult to express, but I will
call it is the need to be authentic.
There is this story from a famous Rabbi of the 19th century
named Zusha that gets at this need. Zusha was lying on his death
bed with uncontrollable tears. His students tried to comfort him by
telling him that he was almost as wise as Moses and as kind as Abraham, so he was sure to
be judged positively in Heaven. But he replied, “When I get to Heaven, I will not be asked,
‘Why weren’t you more like Moses?’ or ‘Why weren’t you more like Abraham?’ God will ask
me, “Why weren’t you like Zusha?”
Being the unique person God designed us as opposed to some attempt to be who
others think we are supposed to be is what it means to live authentically. When it comes to
human souls, God doesn’t produce them in an assembly line fashion. Each is an individual
work of art. Authentic living recognizes we all experience life differently — we each have a
unique perspective – and embraces that fact. Authenticity requires some degree of
consistency between the self we project to the world and the self we experience inside.
Socrates was getting at the idea of our need to live authentically when he declared,
“To thy own self be true.”
Now, there is a potential danger to making Socrates’ maxim, “to thy own self be true”
the central principle of our lives. It could be interpreted in a way that gives us permission to
be self-centered, inconsiderate, indeed cruel and to this concern I will return later.
So there are these two basic needs and oftentimes
in life it can feel as though we are given a choice. If
we want be connected and belong we have to
conform and forsake living authentically. We have
to fit in. If we want to live authentically, we have to
risk rejection and abandonment.
In our Gospel lesson Luke begins by
naming the people who were at the top of the food
chain during the time Jesus began his ministry. To
use our middle school analogy, these were the
“cool kids”. These were the people who held the
power in the political and religious institutions of the
day and set the rules by which others were compelled to conform.
But, Luke tells us, it wasn’t to the cool kids that the Word of the Lord came. It wasn’t
in their lives that the Spirit of God began to move in transformative, life-giving way.
No, the Word of the Lord came to this distinctly oddball character we know as John
the Baptist who lived out in the wilderness eating locusts and wild honey. In terms of the
choice between “fitting in” and “living authentically” long ago John quit trying to “fit in” and
was all about living authentically – living the life God had created him to live.
Throughout the ages the wilderness has been a place people have gone in order to
intentionally step out of the societal structures that have such a hold over us. In the
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wilderness we can leave for a time all the ways in which the world defines us allowing us see
things more clearly than when were caught up in the “rat race.” The silence of the
wilderness is a good place to listen for the voice of God beyond the clamber of all the other
voices vying for our attention.
Out in the wilderness John saw more clearly the truth of just how broken this world is.
He saw the injustice – the way this world oppresses people.
Having seen this, God gave John a message to deliver. Luke tells us that John
proclaimed “a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness for the forgiveness of sins.” Most
people hearing this today miss the ramifications of what this
meant.
First, people generally misconstrue what it means to
“repent”? It’s not feeling bad about one’s self, though the
church has often promoted this notion. To repent is to
“change” the direction we are moving, or the way we are
thinking. It implies we have been walking away from God
and we need to turn and walk with God. It means we’ve
been thinking the way the world thinks, and we need to start
thinking the way God thinks.
It is important to notice that John’s call to repentance
isn’t directed towards just some people – you know, the “bad
apples” – no, the assumption is that everybody needs to
repent – change the way we look at life. In a sense John is saying we’re all messed up. The
world has messed up our thinking. Every one of us has strayed from God – from the right
path. The cool kids and the not-cool kids alike.
Sometimes the first step towards authenticity is being able to acknowledge our
brokenness. The perfectionism that leads us to flee from this kind of honest owning of our
flaws and weakness is spirit-killing. The Leonard Cohen: verse comes to mind: “Forget your
perfect offering. There is a crack in everything. That’s how the light gets in.”
Luke tells us that the repentance John is calling for is for the sake of the “forgiveness
of sins.” Not understanding the context, we miss how radical, how subversive John’s
message was — that God stands ready to forgive – right here, right now. You don’t have to
jump through the hoops of the cool kids in order to be loved by God.
In delivering the good news that forgiveness is available right here, right now John
was declaring that the prevailing religious system of the day – the one the cool kids ran –
was a lie. In this case the rules to what it means to be “cool” weren’t unwritten, they written
down in Exodus, Numbers and Deuteronomy
and there were 624 of them. Especially if you
were poor and struggling simply to survive it was
pretty much impossible to keep all these rules.
So people lived their lives weighed down by a
load of guilt which could only be forgiven by
travelling to Jerusalem, purchasing unblemished
animals to hand over to the Temple priests to
sacrifice to atone for their sin.
So John was a prophet in a long line of
prophets that includes Martin Luther King, Jr.
It’s dangerous to be a prophet. When a person
speak out regarding the change that needs to
happen not only in individuals but also in society at large regarding the unjust laws that
oppress people the way King did there is inevitably a price to be paid. As King was
murdered in Memphis, so John ended up being killed by King Herod, one of the cool kids
Luke mentions.
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And yet when people find the courage to let their God-given light shine – though
there will likely be a push back, there will also be people who are drawn to that light.
Consequently, a great many people came out into the wilderness to hear what John had to
say.
Earlier I indicated that there could be a danger of making Socrates’ “To thy own self
be true” the central theme to one’s life – that it could be interpreted as giving permission to
be a jerk, to live a self-centered, inconsiderate, indeed cruel life.
But after the cool kids’ laws are thrown out there is one law that remains. When
Jesus was asked which law was the greatest, he gave two which represent two sides of the
same coin: Love God and love your neighbor. The
one law is love. The authentic self God has given
each of us is a unique vessel through which God’s
love flows. If love is a kind of music, then each of us
is a completely different instrument, or playing a
completely different part in God’s great symphony.
You don’t have to play somebody else’s instrument
in the symphony, but you do have something unique
to contribute to the symphony of love.
Finally, when it comes to love often the most
difficult aspect is loving oneself. Authentic living
involves loving the self God has created us to be.
I was talking to a therapist who works with
young people and he described working with a teenager on the autism spectrum. He said
the youth recognized that he was different from other teenagers, and in his judgment
different meant bad, unlovable. The great challenge in their therapy together was to get the
young man to see that being different wasn’t a bad thing: to get him to love himself.
We in the church recognize that the fact God loves us gives us a point of entry in
terms of learning to love ourselves.
And how can we love our neighbor as ourselves if we can’t love ourselves?
That’s the great barrier to authentic living: The inability to love oneself.
Jesus came along after John with a similar message regarding repentance and the
forgiveness of sins, but he added to it the good news that the Kingdom of God was at hand.
The Kingdom of God is the place where you don’t have
to choose between belonging and being authentic. Each
can be who God made us to be and we can still
belonging deeply. That is what our mission statement
talks about: our belief in contrast to the thinking of this
world that we can love people without needing them to
reflect back our own image. We can love them even as
they look differently from ourselves, or see the world
differently. Being carbon copies of one another is not a
requirement for love. Each human being in all their
uniqueness bears the image of God and is worthy of our
love.
That’s what we’re on earth to bear witness to.
In the kindness of Jesus,
Pastor Jeff

+++++++
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As of December 15th 2018, after seventeen years of faithful
giving by the membership of our church the mortgage for the
construction of our new sanctuary has finally been paid off. We
are grateful for those who went before us in faithfully serving God
as a part of this congregation, and those who will come after,
continuing the legacy of faithfulness and service.
+++++++
TAKING DOWN THE CHRISTMAS DECORATIONS: We will be taking down all the
pretty decorations on Saturday, January 12 beginning at 10 a.m. Lots of hands make the
work go so much quicker. A wonderful group of people gathered to decorate, I hope
you can join us to put everything away.
There will be coffee and donuts for everyone. If you have any questions, please speak
to Connie Keller 973-568-5404.
+++++++
Looking back… The Christmas Pot Luck dinner started off with

amazing ambiance provided by Anna W. The meal was
wonderful with every woman bringing their best. We installed
two new officers- Connie Wallace as co-treasurer and Laurie Wilken as membership. We
took our annual group picture and had fun with a new twist on our gift game, 24 women have
new prayer partners for 2019. We ended the evening with delicious desserts. Happy New
Year to all!!
January – No Meeting

Jan. 1 – New Year’s Day
Jan. 6 – Epiphany

Jan. 21 – Martin Luther King Day

GET WELL wishes to those of you who are ill, and
HAPPY BIRTHDAY to those of you celebrating this month with Terri Ferris.
God Bless,
Betsy Adams

+++++++
Anyone interested in becoming a member of our congregation is invited to speak to
Pastor Jeff. In the near future we will have a Sunday in which new members will be
received. “There’s Always Room in the Circle.”
+++++++
Fred Mendez has a free hospital bed to give to anybody who has a need for one.
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CHURCH CALENDAR and SCHEDULING EVENTS
The church calendar on our website www.parsippanyumc.org has been updated. If you want to
schedule an event, you need to look at the website calendar to see if the date is available. All
requests for use of the church facilities need to be approved by the trustees, Connie Keller or
Amy Gripp.

+++++++
Anyone aware of a Prayer Concern is invited to contact Doris Bradley at
973-887-3219 who will put the Prayer Chain into action. If Doris cannot be
reached, please contact Pastor Jeff. If you would like to add your name to
the people who receive the prayer chain, please speak to Betty Polen.
+++++++
Our church website has recently been updated by Pastor Jeff, Justin
Cogan and Eric Christiango. Check it out at ParsippanyUMC.org. There
you can find all of Pastor Jeff’s sermons and eulogies, as well as the
sermons of Bob Keller. You can also find all the newsletters, as well as a
calendar that gives the times of events held at the church. You can also
find a little church history, a listing of all the plays we’ve produced at the
church, and a summary of the various church fellowship and mission groups.
If you aren’t presently on Facebook, consider joining with a secret identity so you can be a
member of the Parsippany United Methodist Church Congregation Group and received day by
day prayer concerns and announcements and other postings regarding the life of our church.
FACEBOOK LIVE – Pastor Jeff has recently done a few Facebook Live broadcasts of the
service. We are looking for someone interested in helping with this endeavor. If you are
interested in furthering the ministries of our church through Live broadcasts, please reach out to
Pastor Jeff.
Parsippany United Methodist Church is now on Instagram. To find us, search Parsippany_umc

+++++++
On the second Thursday of every other month our church provides a meal for the people living
temporarily at Homeless Solutions. If you would like to volunteer as a server, please speak to
Laurie Wilken or Connie Wallace. If you would like to help cook speak Tom Albert or Justin
Cogan. Our next opportunity to serve is Thursday, February 14th.

Interfaith Furnishings - Once every three months our church provides
volunteers to assist Interfaith Furnishings in transporting donated furniture
to people living in Morris County who would not be able to otherwise furnish
their homes. Our next Saturday to serve is Saturday, February 16th.
Please speak to Bruce Letsch or Pastor Jeff if you would like to volunteer
+++++++
Newton Barreto offers free math tutoring to elementary school children on Thursdays at 5:15
p.m. at the Lake Hiawatha Library and on Wednesdays at 5:45 p.m. at the Van Buren Branch
Library in Newark. Please speak to Newton if you would to join him in serving young people in
need.
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On the fourth Sunday of every month at 3 p.m. Fred Mendez leads a worship service in a
Nursing Home in Montclair. Please speak to Fred if you would like to accompany him.
+++++++
On the third Thursday of every month Pastor Jeff leads a worship service at Troy Hills
Center at 10:30 a.m. If you would like to share in this ministry to the people living in a nursing
home, please join us. Speak to Pastor Jeff, Pat Winz or Andee Mihalko if you would like more
information. Our next service is Thursday, January 17th.
+++++++
A day time men’s discussion group with Pastor Jeff that meets on Fridays at 1 p.m. We
discuss short readings or videos during the 90 minute sessions. Any men available in the day
time are invited to join us.
+++++++
A gathering of men from our church meet together every Tuesday at 7:30 a.m. at the Empire
Diner with Pastor Jeff for breakfast, conversation, and a concluding prayer. All men are welcome.
+++++++
To make it easier for the Congregation to keep up with
their financial pledges to the Church, a PayPal and
Credit Card link has been added to the PUMC
Homepage. If you've never used PayPal before, it's an
easy and secure way to send a payment over the Internet. You can use your bank account or a
credit card to make your payment, and PayPal takes a small transaction fee. For more
information or a quick demonstration on how to use this new tool, please speak with Justin
Cogan.
+++++++

BORROWING CHURCH FURNITIRE
We are very fortunate to have an honest and trusting congregation, and we are fortunate to be
able to loan some tables and chairs to our church family as needed. Our supply of chairs is
getting smaller and smaller and it is now necessary to keep a more accurate count of our
equipment. Going forward if you would like to borrow chairs or tables from the church, please
speak to one of the trustees. You will need to tell them what you are borrowing, how many of that
item and when you will return the items.
Our trustees are: Amy Gripp, Bob Laux, Connie
Keller, Steve Blake, Tom Albert, Bill Gripp, and Ian Crawford. Thank you for your cooperation.
+++++++
Parsippany Emergency Food Pantry - Wes Sitgreaves has called to our
attention the ongoing need of the Emergency Food Pantry in Parsippany in
these difficult economic times. There are more and more families turning to
the food pantry for help. You can bring your donations of non-perishable food
items to the church any Sunday. Wes takes the food over as the bin gets filled
up. Supermarket gift cards are also welcome - buy them from Betty Polen and
raise money for the church at the same time!!! This is a very easy way to give
back to the less-fortunate in our own township.
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FLOWERS FOR THE ALTAR ON SPECIAL OCCASIONS – If you want
to remember or honor a special occasion in your life by putting flowers
on the altar, please get in touch with Connie Keller. You are certainly
welcome at any time to place flowers on the altar. If you want an
announcement in the bulletin, please call Connie Keller or send her an
email with the dedication. Contact information: Connie’s cell: 973-5685404: home: 973-887-4384: email: connie@mhmlender.com

+++++++
Consider becoming a part of one or more of our Musical Groups here
at church:
Bell Choir – rehearses Thursdays at 7:00 p.m. If you are interested in
joining us, please speak to Barb Bradley or Aimee Letsch - or just show up
on Thursday and see what happens!
Choir – rehearses Thursdays at 7:45 p.m. We always have an "open
robe" for anyone who loves to sing. We sing in 4-part harmony, so if
you've sung in your high school chorus or any other equivalent, you have
a great start! Speak to any choir member or Barb Bradley if you're
interested.

SCRIPTURE READINGS FOR JANUARY
Jan. 6
Isaiah 60:1-6
Ephesians 3:1-12
Matthew 2:1-12

Jan. 13
Isaiah 43:1-7
Acts 8:14-17
Luke 3:15-17,21-22

3rd
5th
11th
11th
13th
16th
19th
20th
22nd

Jan. 20
Isaiah 62:1-5
1 Corinth 12:1-11
John 2:1-11

Jan. 27
Nehemiah 8:1-3,5-6,8-10
1 Corinth 12:12-31a
Luke 4:14-21

JANUARY BIRTHDAYS
Barbara Bush
23rd Joseph Dente
Barbara Anderson
25th
Jennifer Trice (Rychlicki)
Jim Sakelakos
25th
Chris Salink
Fred Mendez
25th
Kathryn Montecuollo
Olivia Evans
25th
Mary Keller
Marissa Cintineo
27th
Darryl Sokolowski
Dominick Pesquera
29th
Michael Weiss
Jim Cochrane
30th
Chris Payne
Heather Bryant
31st
Joshua Christiango

25th

JANUARY ANNIVERSARIES
Ruth & Charles Faulend
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Tuesday

7

Wednesday

2

Thursday

3

5
1:00 PM Men's Discussion
Group

7:45 PM Adult Choir
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7:30 AM Men's Breakfast

10:00 AM Worship

Saturday
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7:00 PM Bell Choir
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Friday
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7:00 PM Bell Choir
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1:00 PM Men's Discussion
Group

10:00 AM Take
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7:45 PM Adult Choir
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10:00 AM Worship
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7:00 PM Bell Choir
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1:00 PM Men's Discussion
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10:00 AM Worship
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7:30 AM Men's Breakfast

30

31
7:00 PM Bell Choir

S

M

T

Feb 2019
W

T

7:45 PM Adult Choir
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