
 

 

Sunday,  October 24, 2021 

Grace Congregational United Church of Christ 

   Sermon                                Pastor Alberta 
Draw the Circle Wide 

Scripture: Philippians 4:6-7; Acts 15:7-12 
 

 

Sister Joan Chittister famously said:   

We are each called to go through life reclaiming the planet an inch at 

a time until the Garden of Eden grows green again. 

 

You are probably thinking of Environment Justice—our movement 

towards fair treatment and meaningful involvement of all people 

regardless of race, color, national origin, or income with respect to the 

development, implementation and enforcement of environmental laws, 

regulations, and policies. That’s good. But Sister Joan is a broad 

thinker, and she is always widening the circle.  

 

Think about saving Mother Earth with how we run our businesses, our 

lives, our ministry.  Think about becoming a radical leader, one leader 

at a time; becoming very conscious about who we are.  

 

Think about allowing the Spirit-God, our Divine Goodness to breathe 

inside you.  Image the Divine Gardener is holding your heart in its 

hands, and they see that a chamber of the heart is clogged.  The oxygen

- rich blood that should flow through the aortic valve out to the rest of 

the body has hardened.  So, the Divine Gardener takes a Spirit filled 

shovel, breaks up the clog, removes the rocks of “I’ve always done it 

this way”; those rocks are so large they are preventing fresh blood flow 

to your brain and limbs.   



 

 
Now, the Divine Gardener can see fertile ground and begins to drop 

seeds that brighten your eyes to see who and what you are afraid of; 

now those seeds open your ears for you to hear yourself and to 

remember what love sounds like and looks like.  

 

Smith College, with alumni like Nancy Reagan, Gloria Steinem, 

Barbara Bush, and the current acting Mayor of Boston, the first woman 

and first person of color to serve as acting mayor in its history, Kim 

Janey; Smith College announced this week they will eliminate student 

loans starting the fall of 2022.  

 

Smith is a liberal arts womens college at the undergraduate level, its 

graduate programs are open to all - women and men. The college’s 

president’s letter stated:  

 

With the support of the Smith College Board of Trustees, I am 

extraordinarily pleased to announce a set of initiatives that 

advance our shared goals of college access and affordability.  

This financial investment in our students advances the college’s 

goal to make a Smith education available to all qualified students 

regardless of family resources. Eliminating loans from our aid 

packages also aligns strongly with our institutional commitment to 

racial justice and equity—given that, on average, Black and 

Latina/o students, at Smith and across the nation, graduate with 

more student debt than their peers. 

 

Think of reclaiming the planet an inch at a time until the Garden of 

Eden grows green again. 

 

How did they come to this decision?  By focusing on their core values, 

by being clear who they are and their purpose.  The president’s letter 

included this statement: 

 

Eliminating loans from financial aid packages will enable Smith 

to recruit  and enroll the best students, regardless of family 

resources, and enable  future alums to begin  their careers or 

continue their studies with their debts greatly reduced or 

eliminated. It also affirms our commitment to racial  justice 

and equity. Going forward, we will continue to make student 

financial support our top priority. 

 

https://www.smith.edu/about-smith/board-of-trustees


 

 
Our passage from the Acts of the Apostles is after Jesus has departed 

from the apostles in the beginning of Acts.  He told them that they 

would be his witnesses “in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to 

the ends of the earth” the word of God is spreading.  It looks like what 

Jesus said they were to do is happening. 

 

But those people are different; how do we let them in -those Gentiles? 

 

Jesus was a Jew. Steeped in Jewish scripture and tradition. Could Jesus 

be the Jewish Messiah and yet bring salvation apart from the Law? 

 

Don’t they need to be circumcised, that’s the law?   Don’t they need to 

enter in the same way we did? What is really important here? 

 

Those were not easy questions for them to answer.  The deliberation 

was long.  There was dissension.  There was debate.  They could not 

come to a consensus. 

 

The governing elders listened to all the local churches and then sought 

counsel from Paul and Barnabas-respected teachers and leaders in the 

church.  Someone had to bring them back to the real question / their 

real purpose: to be followers of Jesus; to represent the character of God 

seen in Jesus’ ministry. 

 

Smith College is a nondenominational institution.  Yet, they are 

committed to removing the barriers for woman of color to receive a 

higher education.  Their website states their purpose is to push 

boundaries, cultivate leaders, invest in dreams.  The letter from the 

president repeatedly stated their commitment to racial justice and 

equity.   

 

What is really important?  To represent the character of God seen in 

Jesus.   

 

What is really important? To allow the Divine Gardener to breathe in 

you to open your eyes and ears to what is really important.  Not being 

afraid to trust when you push the boundaries.  What you will get back 

is a wider circle of relationships to share the character of God.  

 

 



 

 

Those who share the character of God will also give of their time, 

talents and financial resources to continue to promote the sharing; 

continuing to widen the circle; continuing to “reclaim the planet an 

inch at a time until the Garden of Eden grows green again.” 

 

The garden is us; the people of God created in God’s image to 

push boundaries; cultivate leaders; invest in dreams; promote 

environmental justice; promote economic justice; promote racial 

justice and equity.  

Be pulled in the direction of love, mercy, and grace.  Be clear 

about your core values, who you are and your purpose.   

 

Fear and doubt shrink.  We are made in the image of God.  Our 

purpose is to expand. 

 

Shalom, 
 

Pastor Alberta 
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