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I hope you’ll excuse me if I spend a few minutes downloading before I get to the sermon proper 
but it’s been quite a week.  And I promise that all this will relate to the theme before I’m done.  
On Monday, I was officially elected by the other members of the Lynnwood City Council to be 
their president for the next year.  I’m honored to serve but as Mark Twain wrote, “If it wasn’t for 
the honor of the thing, I’d just as soon walk.”  It’s going to be a full year.  We will be working on 
the biennial budget for 2017 & 2018, there are ongoing talks about consolidating Lynnwood’s 
Fire Department with the Fire District that serves all the surrounding cities and unincorporated 
county, and other, as yet unforeseen “hot button” issues.  And there are deep wounds in the 
current council opened by some unfortunate politics during the last election campaign.  I hope 
you all will pray for me during this year as I try to provide the City Council with some healing 
leadership. 
 
Tuesday, Connie and I had dinner with some friends of mine from my high school days, which 
was lovely.  Wednesday was our Deacons’ meeting and I’m so grateful for the wisdom of this 
group and the love and support they give me even when I don’t express my ideas well.  Thursday 
was the Martin Luther King, Jr. Day celebration that the City cosponsors with the Community 
College.  Once again this year, there was some controversy about the choice of speaker, unfairly 
whipped up by some folks with a dubious agenda, in my opinion.  In the event, Rev. Dr. Michael 
Eric Dyson was a fine speaker, very much in the prophetic spirit of Rev. Dr. King.  He did not 
use these exact words but as one Baptist preacher listening to another, I couldn’t help but hear 
his admonition to “do justice, love mercy, and walk humbly with your God.”  That was one of 
the week’s real high points. 
 
My good feelings from Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday came crashing down on Friday 
morning when I sat down at my computer before breakfast only to find the news of the death of a 
dear friend.  Tommy Thompson was one of the best hires I ever made in my thirty-year theatre 
career.  I brought him in as the Technical Director of the theatre program at the University of 
Southern Indiana in 2002 and over the intervening years he gave outstanding service to that 
program, now a department, and to the two professional companies affiliated with it: Lincoln 
Amphitheatre and the New Harmony Theatre.  More important than his technical skill, however, 
was his servant’s heart and his care for the students and young artists under his command.  
Facebook has been flooded with tributes to him since Friday morning, most coming from former 
students.  Whether they continued in the theatre or not, they all recognized Tommy’s ability to 
make them feel worthy, to nurture their disparate gifts, to give them a sense of self.  Tommy and 
I never talked much about “God stuff;” we didn’t need to.  Just as Dr. Dyson never used the 
words on Thursday, Tommy was a living, breathing example of how to live out “do justice, love 
mercy, and walk humbly…” 
 
It is ironic that Tommy died because his heart gave out.  It was his heart that was his greatest 
strength.  He never failed to show compassion to those in need of it, especially those vulnerable, 
scared, uncertain students and young professionals.  And that compassion was returned in a 
measure scooped out, packed down, and running over.  Tommy’s “kids” were fiercely loyal to 
him, responded to his direction, and rose to heights of achievement that few of them would have 
dared to predict for themselves.  Tommy’s friends loved him dearly.  One of the most 
heartbreaking aspects of his too-early death (he was not quite 52) is the grief of his wife, 
Christine.  Although they had known each other since high school, they had only been married 
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six years; their lives together were just beginning.  I’ve spent a fair amount of time 
communicating with Chris over the last two days and I can tell you, to borrow a credit from 
another fallen artist, that she loved him truly, madly, and deeply.  Tommy would tell you he 
loved her first. 
 
It’s that love that is my real topic this morning.  Human love can always only be an incomplete 
analogy for God’s love for us and all of creation but scriptures tell us it’s an appropriate one.  We 
probably most often use the analogy of human parental love to talk about God’s love for us.  
Jesus, of course, taught his disciples to call God “Abba,” a word that most English translations 
render as “Father,” although a more exact translation might be “papa” or “dada.”  The Scriptures 
also use mother images for God.  God is said to have given birth to God’s people, to have 
experienced labor pains, to have nursed us at her breast.  Sadly, this beautiful imagery has been 
underutilized over the centuries as the patriarchism in our houses of worship has mirrored the 
patriarchism of our societies. 
 
The other beautiful human imagery of God’s love for us used in the Bible is that of the groom for 
the bride, of man for woman.  The most famous use of this imagery, perhaps, is the Song of 
Solomon or Song of Songs.  Although I am perfectly comfortable with the idea that the story of a 
quite erotic love between a man and a woman should have its place in the Bible, God having 
created us to experience such pleasure, the age-old tradition of understanding that book as an 
analogy of the love between God and humankind is also perfectly valid.  Our love for each other 
is a reflection, pale though it may be, of the love God feels for us and any positive, nurturing 
expression of that love is surely pleasing to God. 
 
The analogy of God’s love for us seen in marital love is also used in a number of the prophetic 
books.  In this category, the best known example may be the book of the prophet Hosea, whom 
God instructed to marry a woman who would betray him.  In the prophet’s experience, the reader 
is to understand the pain of God as God’s people turn away from God and God’s never-ceasing 
efforts to woo us back.  Very few human couples can honestly claim perfect marriages.  Most of 
us stumble into various ways of hurting or betraying our spouses, generally through a lack of 
love for them or a surfeit of concern for our own selfish desires.  In our hearts, most of us know 
the pain of the Hosea-Gomer relationship.  But regardless of how our human relationships may 
falter or founder, we can be assured of the faithfulness of God and God’s readiness to claim us as 
God’s own. 
 
A positive use of this metaphor is found in this morning’s reading from Isaiah.  This is a part of 
the section of the book which offers encouragement to God’s people rather than warning, 
probably written to those already in exile in Babylon or to those who have begun the hard work 
of rebuilding after the return to Judæa.  Historically, this is after the children of Israel have 
discovered the painful price of being unfaithful to God, after they have cried out in longing to be 
returned to the place of promise.  But to God, the past is wiped out.  The dishonored spouse is 
once again the crown of beauty, the one in whom God takes delight, the bride rejoiced over by 
the groom.  These ancient words are a reminder to us, my brothers and sisters, that no matter 
how far we may wander from what we know to be God’s good plan for us, no matter how much 
pain we cause, no matter how much wrong we do, a truly contrite heart will always dress us in 
white, shining and beautiful in the eyes of God. 
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Jesus also made use of the imagery of the wedding banquet as he described what life was like in 
the Kingdom of God.  Both the Gospels of Matthew and Luke recall his parable of the wedding 
banquet of the king’s son.  In all four Gospels, Jesus refers to himself, metaphorically, as the 
Bridegroom.  In keeping with this, preachers and theologians as early as Paul have compared the 
Church to the Bride of Christ and the observance of the Lord’s Supper as a foretaste of the 
wedding banquet. 
 
The author of the Gospel According to John chose as the first sign of Jesus’ divinity to be related 
in his book the otherwise unknown story of the wedding at Cana.  Now, many pastors of my 
acquaintance don’t really care much for weddings due to the fairly high likelihood that they will 
be forced to deal with a Bridezilla or her even more fearsome parent, Momzilla.  But I like 
weddings.  For one thing, there is always a great party!  Even if it’s only punch and cookies in 
the church basement, the celebration of the hope and joy of new beginnings and of the love of 
the married couple makes the party truly special and joyous and memorable.  Even if Bridezilla 
and Momzilla have both made an appearance in the weeks or days or hours prior to the party, 
everyone is forgiven and everyone starts fresh.  That’s the kind of party that gives us a glimpse 
into what life can be like, what God always wants our lives to be like.  Perhaps that’s why some 
scholars believe that when John calls this “the first of Jesus’ signs,” he means not only that it was 
chronologically first, but also that it was pre-eminent, that it gives deep insight into the whole 
meaning of his ministry, up to and including his death on the cross.  Everything else that Jesus 
said and did, in this understanding, was to bring humankind closer to the realization of God’s 
passionate love and the celebration that human life was and is meant to be. 
 
In a little village like Cana, if there was a wedding, everyone in town came.  It was a community 
event.  For me, that idea combines with the use of the wedding party elsewhere in the New 
Testament as a metaphor for the messianic kingdom, the Kingdom of God.  Everyone is invited 
to the Kingdom.  Some time ago, Sojourners magazine printed an excerpt from the then-new 
book by Brian McLaren, titled The Secret Message of Jesus: Uncovering the Truth that Could 
Change Everything.  McLaren’s article suggested that the phrase “the Kingdom of God” has 
become meaningless or worse for 21st Century Americans and that we need to find a new way of 
expressing what Jesus was talking about.  One of his suggestions was that we learn to talk about 
not the Kingdom of God, but the Party of God.  “The Kingdom of God,” he writes, “is like a 
street party to which everybody is invited.”  It’s a great, contemporary picture for us of this same 
story in John – a party to which everybody is invited. 
 
In discussing the now and future reality of the Party of God or the Kingdom of God, Dr. Martin 
Luther King, Jr. often used the phrase, “the Beloved Community.”  It’s a phrase that holds a 
good deal of meaning for me and one that I use quite often, as you may have noticed.  I like it 
because it reminds me that there is both a blessing and a call to being part of the Kingdom, the 
Party of God.  It reminds me that we are loved with a great love and that we are called to extend 
that love to all.  God loves each one of us with an intensity reserved in human experience for the 
intimate relationship of two persons but we are not individuals in relationship with God but a 
community.  God invites all and God both expects and empowers us to love all.  We are God’s 
Beloveds and God invites all of us to become each other’s Beloveds as well. 
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Dr. King wrote eloquently on the blessing and call of this love, pointing out how the Greek of 
our New Testament allows us to differentiate this holy and unselfish kind of love from both 
phileo, or brotherly love, and eros, or sexual love.  “The Greek language,” he wrote in a 1957 
sermon, “comes out with another word for Love - it is the word agape…. It is a love that seeks 
nothing in return.  It is an overflowing Love; it’s what theologians would call the love of God 
working in the lives of (humankind).  And when you rise to love on this level, you begin to love 
(people) not because they are likeable, but because God loves them… And you refuse to do 
anything that would defeat an individual because you have agape in your soul.” 
 
The concept of the Beloved Community was not original to Dr. King but to Josiah Royce, a 
theologian who founded the Fellowship of Reconciliation.  Dr. King, however, certainly brought 
the phrase into wider usage and most who use it first discover it in King’s writings.  In thinking 
of the Beloved Community, Dr. King wrote, concerning the Montgomery Bus Boycott, “the end 
is reconciliation; the end is redemption; the end is the creation of the Beloved Community. It is 
this type of spirit and this type of love that can transform opposers into friends. It is this type of 
understanding goodwill that will transform the deep gloom of the old age into the exuberant 
gladness of the new age. It is this love which will bring about miracles in the hearts of men.”  
Ten years later, after many accomplishments that were hailed as triumphs of political or 
economic justice, he wrote, “I do not think of political power as an end. Neither do I think of 
economic power as an end. They are ingredients in the objective that we seek in life. And I think 
that end or that objective is a truly brotherly society, the creation of the beloved community.” 
 
Nearly 60 years after the desegregation of the Montgomery buses, nearly 50 years after Dr. 
King’s death, we are still struggling to realize his dream of racial equality and justice here in 
America.  Nearly two millennia after the death of Jesus, we are still praying for God’s Kingdom, 
God’s great Wedding Party, to come on Earth as it is in Heaven.  But the Good News is that even 
in our failures, God loves us.  Even in our brokenness, God loves us.  Even in our sinfulness and 
rebellion, God loves us.  God loves us so much that it is possible for us to be infected by that 
love, to be inspired by that love, to be empowered by that love to love one another.  The whole 
world may not realize yet that it is invited into the Beloved Community but we know that we 
have been invited.  We know that we have been invited and it is up to us to invite others in, to 
bind wounds that we or others have inflicted, to offer the cup of joy to the thirsty mouths and to 
the thirsty souls. 
 
Jesus turned the water into wine so that the wedding party could continue and the celebration 
could go on.  The Good News is that the party is still going on.  Not only are we invited, it is our 
party!  The message of the Good News of Jesus Christ is that we are God’s Beloveds, each and 
every one of us.  We are called to work with God in creating the Beloved Community here on 
earth, as it is in heaven.  We are called to hold up hope and peace and joy and, most of all, love.  
The spirit of love is with us.  The Spirit of Christ is with us.  We are the Beloveds.  Thanks be to 
God. 


