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Fall has arrived and with it comes the changing of leaves, pumpkin pie spice in everything 

from coffee to casseroles, unpredictable weather, football and, of course, homecoming!  

According to our ever-faithful friend, Wikipedia, there are several colleges and universities that 

claim to have held the first Homecoming including Baylor, Southwestern, Illinois, and Missouri.  

The NCAA, Trivial Pursuit, and Jeopardy all give that honor to the University of Missouri and a 

game they played in 1911 which alumni were especially encouraged to attend.  However, not to 

be left out of the fray, some say that the University of Michigan held the first Homecoming game 

on October 30, 1897.  That game was between a team made up of alumni and the school’s 

football team at the time. 

 

Whatever its history, Homecoming, with its football, parades, tailgating, and gatherings of 

old friends has become something of an American tradition.  So, we here at FUMC, decided that 

we could do the same - without the alcohol, of course!   

 

Way back in March of 2020, I imagined Easter of 2020 as our grand celebration of coming 

back together after weeks of pandemic isolation.  How wrong I was!  Rather, we closed our doors 

in March 2020 and didn’t open them again until fall of 2021.  We quickly got creative with how 

to offer worship online and build community and connection among our congregation members 

when everyone was stuck at home.  We learned to record worship, and Adele Roy created 

incredible worship videos. We started online classes and Happiness Hours.  We figured out how 

to get Communion elements to anyone who wanted them.  We hand delivered packages - from 

gifts for children to Advent devotionals - so we would all still feel part of a church family even as 

we were isolating from each other.  Finally, in the summer of 2021, we began having outdoor 

worship services.  I remember how my own eyes, and the eyes of many others, filled with tears as 

we saw each other face to face and in the flesh.  Last fall, we finally returned, ever so carefully, to 

our sanctuaries.  The choir returned downtown, and live music returned to Green Wood.  

 

Of course, many people weren’t ready to return yet but, thanks primarily to Bill Houghton 

and Oliver Kripfgans, we began livestream worship downtown so people could attend a live 

service from home.  When Covid numbers surged over the holidays, we closed again for the 

month of January but returned in February and have been going ever since.  Now, with vaccines 

available to children under twelve, we are beginning to see families return and new families come 

to see what FUMC has to offer.  And this fall, with most of our congregation vaccinated, we are 

finally ready to offer a full slate of ministries again and to welcome you home! 

 

Now, before I go any further, I want to say that I am sensitive to the fact that some who 

are part of this community aren’t ready to return - and some never will be.  That’s why a 

significant portion of Pastor Jenaba’s job description is developing our digital presence.  While I 

realize that those of you live streaming or watching the livestream recording are not here to 

physically be welcomed home, I want you to know that we are committed to continuing to build 

ways for you to be in community with each other and with the church from your own homes. 
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So, the question is “Why does it matter to welcome people home?” For more than two 

years, some of us haven’t been involved in church at all.  Others have been perfectly happy to 

worship at home in their pajamas.  Why make such a fuss over coming home? 

 

And the answer, in my mind, is beautifully captured in our two scripture readings for 

today.  Christianity was never intended to be a solitary endeavor.  From the very start, Christianity 

has been practiced in community.  After all, the first thing Jesus did when he emerged from the 

wilderness to start his ministry was to call companions to join him. 

 

For three years, Jesus and his disciples traveled from town to town.  Among the stories we 

read in scripture about their travels is the feeding of the 5000.  This is one of my favorite passages 

of scripture because it encapsulates in one story so many elements of Jesus and his ministry.  The 

passage begins with Jesus and his disciples going to find a quiet place to rest.  Just before this, 

two important things have happened.  First, the disciples have, for the first time, gone out in pairs 

to teach and heal in Jesus’ name.  Secondly, Jesus has just learned that his cousin and friend, John 

the Baptist, has been murdered by King Herod.  Whether from exhaustion or grief, this is a group 

of people that needs time to rest.  Recognizing that need, Jesus decides the group should spend 

some time alone to care for themselves and each other. So, they head to a solitary place but, by 

the time they arrive, crowds of people are already there because they want to be near Jesus, hear 

him speak, experience his healing.  Despite the interruption to his plan for rest, the text says that 

Jesus had compassion on them because they were like sheep without a shepherd.  He began to 

teach them many things. 

 

So far in the story, we’ve already learned that following Jesus means being present to each 

other in our times of grief or exhaustion, being compassionate with each other, and learning 

together.   

 

Finally, as it is getting late, the disciples point out that people are likely to be hungry and 

suggest Jesus dismiss the crowd so they can go find something to eat.  The next two things that 

Jesus does are very important.  First of all, Jesus decides the people should together, as a whole 

group, eat and socialize together rather than dispersing to separate homes and villages.  Secondly, 

he says, “You give them something to eat”.  You are my disciples; you feed the people.  Put your 

trust in me.  I will bless the food we have. You go and give it to them”.   

 

Right there, in one story, are the three acts of discipleship that we put at the center of our 

church life at FUMC.  Learn to know God.  Love others.  Affirm and care for the world.  And all 

of it is done in community.  Here are the seeds of what became the church. 

 

In Acts 2, we see those seeds beginning to sprout.  This is after Jesus has died, been 

resurrected, and ascended.  The disciples, knowing that their responsibility now is to carry Jesus’s 

message and love into the world, have received the Holy Spirit to strengthen and guide them.  

They have begun to gather followers, and the followers have organized themselves into the first 

church.  And what does that church look like? 

 

They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to fellowship, to the breaking of 

bread and to prayer. All the believers were together and had everything in common. They sold 

property and possessions to give to anyone who had need. Every day they continued to meet 
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together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and 

sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people.  

 

Here again are the same elements of being church that we saw before.  They worshiped - 

together.  They learned - together.  They cared for each other and their community - together. 

 

We can extrapolate on these to consider what it means to be church today, in the 21st 

century, and what it means to be a church community at FUMC and online.  We sing and pray 

and read scripture together.  We listen to sermons, study the Bible, learn about social issues 

together.  We stand up for justice, feed hungry people, build schools, offer meals, listen to 

struggles, play softball, eat, raise our kids, walk through deaths and divorces, job loss and 

loneliness together.  We struggle with life’s biggest questions, share our doubts about God, weep 

at the cruelty of the world, carry each other’s hope, and put our hands to work in building God’s 

kingdom together. 

 

That is what it means to be the church.  And that is why this church is your home.  This is 

where you can be real, where you can share and ask for love, where you can make a difference in 

the world.  Whether you are part of our community online or you are here in the sanctuary with 

us, whether you participate in the life of this church family here in Ann Arbor or from somewhere 

else in the country or world, welcome home!  Welcome home after summer travels, welcome 

home after waiting and waiting for children’s vaccinations, welcome home after two and a half 

years of pandemic anxiety.  Welcome home! 

 

There is one more thing that we do in community.  It takes its name from the same root.  

Together, we celebrate Holy Communion.  We commune with each other at God’s table.  Here we 

meet God, each one of us, no matter what our story, what we believe, what doubts we have.  Each 

of us, no matter how old we are, the color of our skin, whom we love, the gender we are, the 

abilities and disabilities we bring, each of us comes to this table and is welcomed by God and by 

this community.   

 

The dining table is the center of every home, and so it is with us who follow Christ.  So, 

let us celebrate our homecoming and the promise of a new year with this meal in which Christ 

gives himself to us that we might embody Christ in the world.  Amen. 


