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Opening Words (Rev. Scott Tayler)

We who long for 

return, who long for repair, 

gather again to mend 

the tender strands of connection, 

between each other, 

the world  

and those parts of 

ourselves buried deep. 

We begin, once more, 

the work  

of welcome, 

of forgiveness, 

of renewing this 

weary-worn world. 

Come friends, a new 

day, a new story, awaits! 

 

Reading #1 – Joshua 4:19-24 

The people came up out of the Jordan on the tenth day of the first month, and they camped in 

Gilgal on the east border of Jericho. Those twelve stones, which they had taken out of the 

Jordan, Joshua set up in Gilgal, saying to the Israelites, “When your children ask their parents in 

time to come, ‘What do these stones mean?’ then you shall let your children know, ‘Israel 

crossed over the Jordan here on dry ground.’ For the Lord your God dried up the waters of the 

Jordan for you until you crossed over, as the Lord your God did to the Red Sea, which he dried 

up for us until we crossed over, so that all the peoples of the earth may know that the hand of 

the Lord is mighty, and so that you may fear the Lord your God forever.” 

Reading #2 – 1 Peter 2:4-10 

Come to the one who is a living stone, though rejected by mortals yet chosen and precious in 

God’s sight, and like living stones, let yourselves be built into a spiritual house, to be a holy 

priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. For it stands in 

scripture: 

“See, I am laying in Zion a stone, 

    a cornerstone chosen and precious; 

and whoever believes in him will not be put to shame.” 

To you then who believe, he is precious; but for those who do not believe, 
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“The stone that the builders rejected 

    has become the very head of the corner,” … 

But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people,  in order that 

you may proclaim the mighty acts of the one who called you out of darkness into the marvelous 

light. 

Once you were not a people, 

    but now you are God’s people; 

once you had not received mercy, 

    but now you have received mercy. 

 

A Living Sanctuary 

New beginnings can be hard. Exciting too – sure. But frightening and difficult as well – especially 

when the world is such an uncertain place. 

I found myself staring at that blinking line trying to write this sermon for much longer than I 

care to admit—reaching painfully for the “right” words to invoke at the start of this strange 

new church year. Where do I even begin?  

We gather once again to renew our commitment to this community – to express our pesky faith 

that there is something of value in this shared virtual space, even though it looks nothing like 

what we’ve known before. And throughout this year we – you, First Parish – will build 

something. With every phone call and zoom program, with every clothing drive and offering, 

with every prayer and every song – you are saying “this is my spiritual home and this is my 

spiritual family, and we are becoming something together. Even while we are physically apart 

from each other, and from our church building, we are still in this together. We are the church – 

a living sanctuary.” 

A moment ago, we heard a passage from a letter written to the earliest followers of Jesus who 

were starting their lives and communities over in a time of diaspora. The Jesus movement that 

had begun in Judea was already spreading throughout the Roman Empire, but that spread was 

exacerbated when the Romans invaded to put down a rebellion in Jerusalem. The Jewish 

people had been colonized and oppressed by other empires for centuries, and a movement had 

gathered to fight for liberation. The empire swooped in and destroyed the city, killing 

thousands, and demolishing the Temple. As Jesus had said decades earlier according to the 

Gospels – not a stone was left on stone. To top it off the Romans expelled the Jewish people 

from their homeland, scattering them throughout Asia Minor and beyond. Jews and Christians 

found themselves in a strange new world, isolated from their community and unable to worship 

together in their historic sacred space.  
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And then they received a letter written by the apostle Peter or someone writing in his name 

with this message of encouragement: 

Draw near to the living stone and become a living sanctuary.  

The author says, “Renew your commitment to this spiritual community.” What an audacious act 

of faith in these circumstances. What could community possibly look like in such a time? Who 

are we anymore without our rituals, without our building?  

“Yes,” the author says, “our Temple was beautiful. Yes, the grief of watching our world fall 

apart around us is real, but you are the church. Not the building. You are the living stones, and 

you are being built into something beautiful you cannot begin to fathom just yet.” 

Peter then hints at what this living sanctuary could look like: 

A living sanctuary is a space where the worth and dignity of every person is affirmed. 

Peter tells them to go back to the beginning, to the cornerstone or the foundation of their 

community, which in this context is Jesus. He reminds these early Christians who are suffering 

that they follow someone who suffered – to the point of crucifixion. Yet this person who was 

rejected and oppressed by humans was precious to God. Peter reminds them that God is on the 

side of the oppressed – with those society deems least important. To identify with Jesus then, 

to be faithful to the vision of Jesus, means to do the same. Because if Jesus was precious to God, 

so are all of you, and so are all of those who suffer today.  

A living sanctuary built on this sort of cornerstone values each person. It is a place that affirms 

the inherent worth and dignity of all – where you can bring your full self and know that you will 

be heard, be seen, be loved as you are.  

It’s also a space where each person’s unique story and offering is vital – a space that welcomes 

what each person has to give wherever they are on their own journey. 

Peter calls this early Christian community a holy priesthood. In the past priests had been the 

only ones with access to the Holy of Holies, the room at the heart of the Temple where God’s 

Spirit was said to dwell. They were the only ones who could offer sacrifices, or worship, in this 

system. Because of that they had all the power; they were mediators between the people and 

their God.  

But Peter says in a living sanctuary divine presence and the blessing of community is equally 

available, meaning all can offer whatever they have in the worship of God. The amount of 

money you give or your standing in the community does not determine your level of access. 

The work of the church is the work of the people – not of a select few who hold the keys to a 

private sacred space. Sacred space is wherever you are, because you are a living stone.  

But when living stones come together to form a living sanctuary, they create a collective 

space that values solidarity and interdependence.  
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When stones form a building, each one relies on the other. I think of what Martin Luther King, 

Jr. wrote in his letter from Birmingham Jail: 

“I am cognizant of the interrelatedness of all communities and states. I cannot sit idly by 

in Atlanta and not be concerned about what happens in Birmingham. Injustice anywhere 

is a threat to justice everywhere. We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, 

tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly affects all indirectly.”  

As fellow members of a living sanctuary, I cannot be who I need to be if you are not able to be 

who you need to be. We are part of one another.  

Whose worth and dignity are we being called to value as a living sanctuary in today’s world? 

What systems do we need to address to make our affirmation of each person’s dignity a reality 

in our church, in our town, in our nation? Who is being hindered from being who they need to 

be, and how do we remove what hinders them? This is the work of the living sanctuary. And all 

of us have a role to play.  

A Living Sanctuary is also a sacred space where remembrance of the past and hope for the 

future meet. 

Earlier in the service we heard a reading from the book of Joshua. This took place much earlier 

in the life of the Jewish people during another sort of diaspora. The Israelites had been 

enslaved for generations, when God liberated them and rescued them from the Egyptians by 

parting the Red Sea. Now, after forty years of wandering in the wilderness, looking for a new 

place to call home they come to another body of water – the Jordan River, just on the edge of 

the Promised Land. Once again, God parts the waters for the nation to cross as a reminder of 

what God had done for them before and a promise to be with them in the future. 

Joshua tells the people to pick stones from the heart of the river and build a remembrance of 

this moment when their community was reborn. He looks to the future, to a time when 

children will look at what they have built and say, “what do these stones mean?” What is this all 

for? What is the point? Why are we here?  

A living sanctuary tells stories of the past and builds on them, knowing one day this moment 

too will be in the past. And what we are building now will have ripple effects into the future. 

Our ancestors echo through what we do together as spiritual community, as we will echo 

through the gathered worship of our descendants. What will they hear in those echoes? Will 

they hear that we learned new things through this season? That we grew our living sanctuary 

wider than ever before through our extravagant welcome, our care for those who are hurting, 

and our acts for justice in this turbulent moment? 

May it be so.  
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Stone Communion/Benediction 

And now as we close our service with a stone communion benediction, I invite you to pick up 

your stone if you have it with you. If not you may place a hand on your heart. Take a deep 

breath.  

 

Spirit of Life, we give thanks for the wonder and power and beauty of this earth – represented 

by these stones in our hands and beneath our feet. We know this earth is alive, and we grieve 

all the ways we have not cherished it as we should.  

We know we are a part of this web of life – that we, too, are living stones – striving to live in 

right relation as parts of a whole. As we gather together at the start of this strange, 

uncomfortable, even painful new year, we place our stones on this virtual altar as a sign of our 

renewed commitment to one another.  

May we all bring our full selves to this space, and may we all be welcomed.  

May we offer whatever unique gifts and strengths we have, and may we be of service.  

May First Parish be a living sanctuary in these difficult times – a spiritual home to the weary and 

rested, the lost and the found, ever expanding to make room for more.  

May we come together as the church – built on the rock of love and justice, that the gates of 

pandemic and racial injustice and wildfire and isolation may not prevail against it. 

May it be so. 


