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Prelude:

Allein Zu Dir, Herr Jesu Christ

Johann Pachabel

Let Us Rejoice as We Worship:
People of God, the Lord is merciful! God forgives our sin and pardons all our
debts.
People of God, the Lord is good! God restores us to the way of salvation.
People of God, the Lord is love! God revives our spirit so that we may
rejoice.
People of God, the Lord is faithful! God speaks so that we may follow.
People of God, the Lord is righteous! God’s glory fills this place. Let us
worship the Lord our God!

Opening Hymn:

“If Thou But Suffer God to Guide Thee”

If you but trust in God to guide you
and place your confidence in him,
you’ll find him always there beside you
to give you hope and strength within;
for those who trust God’s changeless love
build on the rock that will not move.
Only be still and wait his pleasure
in cheerful hope with heart content.
He fills your needs to fullest measure
with what discerning love has sent;
doubt not our inmost wants are known
to him who chose us for his own.
Sing, pray, and keep his ways unswerving,
offer your service faithfully,
and trust his word; though undeserving,
you’ll find his promise true to be.
God never will forsake in need
the soul that trusts in him indeed.

A Time of Prayer:
Persistent and loving God, you are forever seeking for your will to be
done on Earth. You yearn for all creation to live in harmony. Forgive us for
growing weary of the struggle for peace and justice, and for courting despair.
Loosen our need to see the full results and to feel hopeful. Sustain us with an
abundance of friends and a measure of faith. Give us the willingness to do the
loving thing and to be faithful in the small acts of caring.
God of the hidden seed and the promised resurrection, work your
surprising and amazing grace in our lives and in our broken world. Amen.
A Reading from the Scriptures:

Exodus 32:1-14 (NIV)

32 When the people saw that Moses delayed to come down from the
mountain, the people gathered around Aaron and said to him, ‘Come,
make gods for us, who shall go before us; as for this Moses, the man who
brought us up out of the land of Egypt, we do not know what has become
of him.’ 2Aaron said to them, ‘Take off the gold rings that are on the ears
of your wives, your sons, and your daughters, and bring them to me.’ 3So
all the people took off the gold rings from their ears, and brought them
to Aaron. 4He took the gold from them, formed it in a mould, and cast an
image of a calf; and they said, ‘These are your gods, O Israel, who brought
you up out of the land of Egypt!’ 5When Aaron saw this, he built an altar
before it; and Aaron made proclamation and said, ‘Tomorrow shall be
a festival to the Lord.’ 6They rose early the next day, and offered burntofferings and brought sacrifices of well-being; and the people sat down to
eat and drink, and rose up to revel.
7 The Lord said to Moses, ‘Go down at once! Your people, whom you
brought up out of the land of Egypt, have acted perversely; 8they have
been quick to turn aside from the way that I commanded them; they
have cast for themselves an image of a calf, and have worshipped it and
sacrificed to it, and said, “These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you
up out of the land of Egypt!” ’ 9The Lord said to Moses, ‘I have seen this
people, how stiff-necked they are. 10Now let me alone, so that my wrath
may burn hot against them and I may consume them; and of you I will
make a great nation.’
11 But Moses implored the Lord his God, and said, ‘O Lord, why does
your wrath burn hot against your people, whom you brought out of the
land of Egypt with great power and with a mighty hand? 12Why should
the Egyptians say, “It was with evil intent that he brought them out to kill
them in the mountains, and to consume them from the face of the earth”?
Turn from your fierce wrath; change your mind and do not bring disaster on
your people. 13Remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, your servants, how
you swore to them by your own self, saying to them, “I will multiply your

descendants like the stars of heaven, and all this land that I have promised
I will give to your descendants, and they shall inherit it for ever.” ’ 14And
the Lord changed his mind about the disaster that he planned to bring on
his people.
Musical Interlude: Strong Son of God, Immortal Love
The Message:

“Grace, Grace, God’s Grace”

What do these have in common?
• “You only go around once so you should grab every opportunity
you get.”
• “I deserve to be happy.”
• “Surely God didn’t mean that to apply to everybody.”
• “It can’t be wrong when it feels so right.”
• “Those rules are made for the peons, not for someone of my caliber.”
• “I’m giving so much, exceptions to the commands need to be made
in my case.”
• “I can do this [wrong] thing without letting it touch my soul.”
• “God knows I’m weak, and he will excuse me.”
• “It cannot just be the devil’s work.”
• “Everybody’s doing it.”
• “Just this once.”
• “These are special circumstances, so normal rules don’t apply.”
If it strikes you that the common thread in all these is that they sound like
excuses to do something outside of standard morality or beyond God-given
boundaries of human behavior, you’re right.
It’s easy enough to come to that conclusion when hearing these statements
all rolled out one after another. But perhaps it’s not quite as easy to recognize
what’s going on when we want to give ourselves permission to do something
that pushes moral boundaries.
This links to the Scripture reading in that with Moses busy up on that
mountain receiving God’s law, and the Israelites becoming restive, Moses’
brother Aaron leads them in setting up a golden calf and permits them to
carouse around it — acting “perversely,” as God tells Moses (v. 7).
It’s not hard to guess what excuse the Israelites used to justify their
misbehavior: “Aaron told us it was okay!” But we have to wonder how Aaron
gave himself permission to act as he did.
But before we beat up on Aaron too hard, let’s admit that people with a

whole lot more experience with and knowledge about the ways of God have
done the same thing.
One such person is Karl Barth, often described as the greatest Protestant
theologian of the 20th century. He died in 1968, and it’s been known for
a while that Barth had a relationship with his personal assistant, Charlotte
von Kirschbaum, in addition to his wife, Nelly. However, a 2017 release of
the personal letters Barth wrote to von Kirschbaum from 1925 to 1935 has
provided details of the impact on his wife and family of this arrangement,
and this information stunned many who had respected Barth as a pastor,
theologian and as one who, in Germany, helped lead Christian resistance to
Hitler and Nazism.
In 1913, while pastoring in Switzerland, Barth married Nelly Hoffman,
with whom he had five children. Later, Barth was appointed a professor
at the University of Göttingen, Germany. In 1924, he met Charlotte von
Kirschbaum, who later became his long-time assistant and confidante. In
1929, he moved Charlotte in with his family, despite Nelly’s objection. This
arrangement lasted 35 years and put a strain on everyone involved.
Barth’s beliefs as a theologian are not always easy to categorize, but
he placed a high emphasis on both Scripture and revelation, as well as the
gospel proclamation itself.
In responding to what is now known about Barth’s relationship with von
Kirschbaum, Mark Galli, who previously authored a book about Barth, said
in a Christianity Today article, “What floored me now was especially the
rationale Barth used to justify the relationship.”
Galli explained that Barth believed we should ground our theology in the
revelation of Jesus Christ as revealed in Scripture — and not in our subjective
experience. “But it is that very subjectivism that Barth fell into himself,”
Galli wrote, “more or less saying that his relationship with von Kirschbaum
felt so good, so right, it had to come from God: ‘It cannot just be the devil’s
work,’ he wrote Charlotte. ‘It must have some meaning and a right to live. …
I love you and do not see any chance to stop this.’”
Most of us don’t have our own understanding of theology as well thought
out as Barth did, nor do we have our excuses as well documented, but we
can perhaps identify with the idea of giving ourselves permission to sidestep
values and commitments we have sincerely and often publicly embraced.
Few of us live up to our loftiest ideals all the time. We sometimes let our
emotions and temptations dictate how we apply our understanding of God’s
will. Committing ourselves to following Jesus, rather than being dictated to
by our desires, is an enormous challenge.
Galli wrote, “All of us use any logic available to justify our sins. Selfjustification is so woven into the fabric of our souls, it’s a lifetime effort
to root it out. In fact, we can be sure that we will never rid ourselves of it
completely. Which is one reason we have friends and spouses. It’s my wife
more than anyone else who has exposed my pitiful attempts to justify my
faults.”

We know of a man who’d been a deeply committed Christian and very
outspoken about his faith. But he eventually engaged in some sexual sins
and in the process destroyed his marriage. After that happened, he went to a
Christian counselor to try to find his way forward. He later said that one of
the things the counselor had asked him was, “Given your Christian beliefs,
how did you give yourself permission to do what you did?” The man went on
to explain that at the time, he didn’t know the answer to that question.
“I still don’t know the answer for sure,” he now says, but he thinks that he
had employed self-deceptive reasoning like that suggested by the statements
above.
Giving one’s self “permission to sin” is religious language, but an
equivalent term that you might hear in secular settings is “moral licensing.”
It’s sometimes used to describe decisions we make to reward ourselves
after doing a good job or achieving a goal. But the reward may undercut the
achievement.
For example, if we are trying to lose weight and manage to drop a couple
of pounds because of conscientious dieting all week, we may, come the
weekend, decide to have some pie and ice cream, which leads to making
more exceptions and results in a net weight gain.
Or we have a particularly productive day on some project we’ve had in
process, and so we decide to take the next day off and end up further behind.
Ironically, moral licensing is most likely to tempt us when we are feeling
good about what we’ve accomplished.
Elizabeth Grace Saunders, who is a life coach, says that to avoid moral
licensing, “don’t ask yourself ‘How good have I been?’ or ‘How much
progress have I made?’ when you’re deciding whether or not to give in
to doing something not aligned with your goals. Instead, ask yourself
‘How committed do I feel to my goal?’ and ‘Why am I choosing to resist
temptation?’”
Regarding giving one’s self permission to sin, we might revise these
questions to be: “How committed am I to following Jesus?” and “Why [or
For whom] is it important that I resist temptation?”
We can’t guarantee that answering those questions honestly will keep us
from doing the wrong thing — even the apostle Paul wrote, “the evil I do not
want to do — this I keep on doing” (Romans 7:15, paraphrased) — but they
are a place to start. And understanding that the deliberate movement into sin
is a choice — giving ourselves permission to sin — points out that we are
kidding ourselves when we make justifying excuses.
An even more important understanding, however, is that we can rely on
the grace of God: unmerited favor, while-we-were-yet-sinners favor, thosewhose-hearts-are-turned far-from-him favor. Grace is the scandalous act of
God moving toward and acting on behalf of us — the very ones who have
violated our commitments and failed to keep our promises. Grace means
that our salvation is not dependent on whether we avoid giving ourselves
permission to sin, but on God’s saving act on our behalf in Christ.

God’s grace is not a gussied-up version of the “God knows I’m weak, and
he will excuse me” rationalization. Rather, God’s grace is the assurance that
God has not moved away from us even though we’ve moved away from him.
Still talking about Barth, Galli wrote, “I am a firm believer that good
theology can be an immense help in leading a godly life. But there is a reason
the Lord also gave us prayer and fellowship, Scripture and worship, among a
host of other gifts: to help us grow up into the full stature of Christ.”
Prayer, fellowship, Scripture and worship are weapons to use against the
flimsy justifications we offer to excuse our sins, but in the end, our salvation
comes because God is the grace-giver, and that overrides our permissiongiving.
Musical Interlude:

Faith of Our Fathers

A Time of Prayer – let us remember all of our brothers and sisters on the prayer list,
especially those who are having a difficult time during this period of social distancing. Please
share your prayer concerns so that they may be added to the prayer list by emailing your
concern to Pastor Dave at dbhanks92@comcast.net or by calling him direct at 978-821-9571.
He is available every evening and on weekends. During this time we suggest that you create a
prayer partner with whom you can pair up until we are able to worship together at the church.

As we enter into this time of prayer, O God, we ask that you would help
us to let go of what is past. Release us from anger and resentments and hurts
of days gone by; free us from bitterness and help us to fill this space with the
love of Christ.
We offer our gratitude for the gift of love.
We offer our thanks for those people in our lives who love us unconditionally.
We offer our thanks for those who provide a safe place in the shelter of their
unselfish love.
We offer our praise for those who give, expecting nothing in return for the gift.
We offer our gratitude to those who cause us to rise to our greater selves.
We offer thanks for those who help us to put the pieces of our lives back
together when dreams and hopes are shattered.
We remember now those in need of your comforting presence:
Gracious God, we praise you for hearing the inmost desires of our hearts.
We cast away our fears and anxieties. We lay it all before you. While we
honor the past, we also look forward to the future with hope and love.
All of this we pray in the name of Jesus Christ, our Lord and Savior, who,
while he was with us, taught us to pray, saying..... “Our Father, who art in
heaven, hallowed be thy name; thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth
as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread; and forgive us our debts,
as we forgive our debtors; and lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from
evil. For thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory, forever. Amen.”

Closing Hymn:

“O God of Every Nation”

O God of ev’ry nation, of ev’ry race and land.
Redeem the whole creation with your almighty hand;
Where hate and fear divide us and bitter threats are hurled,
In love and mercy guide us and heal our strife-torn world.
From search for wealth and power and scorn of truth and right,
From trust in bombs that shower, destruction through the night.
From pride of race and station and blindness to Your way.
Deliver ev’ry nation, eternal God, we pray.
Lord, strengthen those who labor that all may find release.
From fear of rattling saber, from dread of war’s increase;
When hope and courage falter, your still small voice be heard;
With faith that none can alter, your servants undergird.
Keep bright in us the vision of days when war shall cease,
When hatred and division give way to love and peace,
Til dawns the morning glorious when peace on earth shall reign
And Christ shall rule victorious o’er all the world’s domain.
Benediction:
Pardoned by God’s abounding grace, empowered by God’s constant
love and protected by God’s peace, let us go forth to serve God and others,
always humbly aware of our own shortcomings, but always encouraged by
the faithful and loving presence of God in Christ Jesus, to whom be glory and
power, now and forever. Amen.
Postlude:

March from “Scipio”

G.F. Handel

PRAYER LIST
Amy Belli
Carolyn Barney
Jack Brigham
Becky Colwell
David Dufour
Diana Escarbie
Cathy Fontaine
Chuck Funk
Bob and Pat Goguen
Donald Hanks
Jerilyn Hoffman
Linda Hurd
Mary Jackson
Tom Kazanjian
Sarah Kee
Bob and Doris Lane
Diane Lane Cormier
Linda Long
Lorraine Michaud
Audrey Painchaud
Maria Piazza
Melanie Pouliot
Jackie Reiss
Martha Quinn
Del Sampson
Elwin Shepard
Ron Smith
Arlene Sirois
Carole Ann Sumner and Henry
Donna Thorne
Daniel Tousignant
Marilyn Wales
Mary Wayman
All who are experiencing difficult times and situations
All who are lonely or depressed
All who are personally dealing with the affects of the COVID-19 Virus
All medical personnel – doctors, nurses, testing staff, first responders
Our Church and all of its members and friends
All members of our armed forced who have committed themselves
to the protection of liberty

