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    Each Fall United Church of Christ related Beloit College in Beloit, WI publishes a “Mindset 
List” which provides a look at the cultural touchstones which shape the lives of students 
entering college that year.   As we consider students entering college this coming fall imagine 
that for them---  Frank Zappa, Arthur Ashe and Andre the Giant have always been dead.  Their 
classmates could include Actress Taylor Momsen, Actor Angus Jones – the child on TV’s “Two 
and A Half Men,” Howard Stern’s Daughter Ashley and the Dilley Sextuplets. 
 
   The Mindset of incoming Students to college this September is shaped by the world they have 
grown up in… There has always been an internet ramp onto the information highway, Ferris 
Bueller and Sloane Peterson could be their parents, music has always been available via free 
downloads, Sears has never sold anything out of big book, electric cars have always been on the 
road, they pressure their parents to take them to Burger king or Taco Bell to get free pogs, 
charter schools have always been an alternative, they have always wanted to be like Shaq or 
Kobe; Michael who?, they have ended relationships via text or social media, altar girls have 
never been a big deal, PC has come to mean Personal Computer not Political Correctness… and  
there are about 60 more on the list. 
 
   The world is changing fast, really fast.  It can leave our heads spinning, feeling unconnected 
from one another and disoriented … like aliens we may become unsure of where or if we 
belong.   
 
   Here in John’s Gospel things are changing fast for Jesus’ disciples.  These disciples who left 
their daily lives to follow Jesus a few years before are in for another life altering change.  Jesus 
is going away from them.  For the past few years Jesus has been their leader, friend, teacher, 
savior, healer, and mediator...  He has been both friend and family to them.  This prayer 
recorded in John’s Gospel is part of Jesus’ final discourse in which Jesus leaves his followers 
with parting words before he ascends into heaven.  As you might expect of any fond goodbye, 
the content relies heavily upon the idea of belonging.  “They were yours, and you gave them to 
me,” Jesus prays to God.  “All mine are yours and yours are mine; and I have been glorified in 
them,” he prays later.  We are intimately bound to God and God will be with us. 
 
    On one level of the prayer it is good news that Jesus prays for us.  Have we considered the 
impact of this? How might we act differently if we considered at all times that Jesus is praying 
for us, calling out our faith, earnestly desiring that we sow love, peace and forgiveness in the 
world. Jesus is praying for us that in his absence his work would not crumble in vain but be 
continued by us who are part of his body.  In my weaker moments it helps me to know that 
Jesus is praying for me, for you, for all of us. 
 
    Then there is the content of his prayer: belonging.  In a fast changing world we all want to 
know where we belong; at church, in our neighborhood, in the organizations we join, at 



work…we want to know where our true and honest community is found.  Where can we be 
open without getting trampled or ignored?   
 
    Here, Jesus is about to do it again-- change the lives of the disciples forever.  Scholar Diane 
Bergant recognizes that Jesus is preparing the disciples for a common human experience which 
she calls, a “liminal time in between, a time of significant change and transition.” 
 
    The human desire during times of transition is to cling to what we have known, realizing that 
things are no longer the same we seek refuge in the familiarity of the past.  But it is this 
recognition of significant change coming which can provide the very opportunities for us to 
rethink our priorities, reorder our lives, and reconstitute our community as we journey boldly 
into a new day. 
 
    We all read the dreary headlines about the church today.  8% drop in membership.  Churches 
closing.  More and more bad news.  But there are a number of organizations who won’t accept 
the headlines.  Groups like the Center for Progressive Renewal, founded by two UCC pastors, 
this ecumenical ministry offers coaching and resources for new church starts and church 
renewal.  Their tagline is “We believe your church’s best days are ahead!”  Their conference in 
Boston this year is titled, “Trendlines Instead of Headlines.”   
 
   This organization is calling the church to embrace the changes happening around us.  They are 
offering workshops and speakers on topics like, “Participating in the Sharing Economy,” “Cloud 
Computing and the Church,” “Food and Energy Justice,” which call upon the church to embrace 
the Trendlines.  One webinar leader told the story of teaching a bible class of about 20 people 
and he said something intentionally controversial about the bible to get dialogue going.  He 
looked over and one student was working on their smartphone.  He asked the student what are 
you doing? who replied, “I just tweeted your comment to my followers.”   
 
   “Oh said the teacher, what is that about 100 people or so?”  “No’ the student replied, “I have 
5000 followers on Twitter.”  I have shared that story with several people this week.  Interesting 
result.  Every single one of my age and older became worried the teacher would get in trouble, 
not be able to find a job, get fired, etc. Yet, every single one of the younger people said, “Wow, 
what tremendous impact that teacher could have reaching students who aren’t in the 
classroom. 
 
    In a world moving this fast we might wonder where do we belong?  In faith we know the 
answer made clear today in Jesus’ prayer… Our primary allegiance, our first home, our eternal 
place of belonging is in God.  Through all life’s changes, transitions, losses and gains… Jesus 
prays that his disciples may be one as he and God are one.  In baptism we become marked with 
the sign of belonging to God’s family and given the family name; Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  
We have a home no matter where we lay our head at night.  We have family no matter what 
remote parts of the world we may find ourselves.  We have an identity when everything else 
which we believe gives us our identity has changed or disappeared. 
 



    My caution in this sort of thinking is it can become exclusive, even divisive.  This sense of 
belonging to God leads some people of faith to conclude, “I belong to God and you don’t think 
the way I do, so you are not one of us. Or, I am a Christian and you aren’t Christian so you are 
not one of us.“  
 
    N. Graham Standish challenges this temptation to exclusivity and divisiveness among those 
who belong to God when he writes, Christians are called, “to live vitally and faithfully in the 
world, not owned by it, but fully engaged with its needs and wounds--energized by the truth of 
God’s words.”   
 
    Another Author describes Christians as “Resident Aliens.”  Because we belong to a Savior who 
does not accept the status quo, but also does not hide from the world… we know Jesus healed 
on the Sabbath, overturned temple traditions, called out corruption in Political and Religious 
figures, and pronounced blessing upon the poor, those who mourn, and the peacemakers.  
Christians are different because we belong to one who commanded us to love our enemies, 
welcome the stranger, and feed the hungry.  Because we belong to one who calls us to rethink 
our priorities, reorder our lives, and rebuild our community based on Jesus Christ…the question 
which shapes our lives becomes, “Are we serving God, or something else?”   
 
   What I cannot do this morning is tell any of you how to serve God.  Some of you answered 
that call when you went to Guest House and fed folks Wednesday night.  Some of you 
answered that call when you marched for changes to the law enforcement system and 
procedures this week.  Some of you answered the call to be Resident Aliens when you called 
offices of state legislators to register your thoughts about the proposed State Budget.   Others 
answered this call in quieter ways by inviting a friend to church, choosing not to shop at a 
particular store with oppressive worker or production policies, cooperating with someone you 
usually can’t get along with, or giving time and attention to someone who needed you during a 
very busy moment in your week.   
 
    In our busy, Fast Changing world, as we seek ways to live out the joy of belonging to God, we 
might do well to heed Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s words, “Things which matter most should 
never be at the mercy of things which matter least.”  Or the Words of Stephen R. Covey, “most 
of us spend too much time on what is urgent and not enough time on what is important.” 
 
    With the promise that Jesus is praying for us and the assurance that we belong to God… may 
we commit ourselves again to being God-directed, Spirit filled, Resident Aliens in this world, 
that we may continue learning how to live a radically different kind of life, a life that calls others 
to faithfulness, a life of balance… with Christ as the balancing Fulcrum.” 
 
Amen 
 
 
 
 



 
 


