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“School of Love: Students One and All” 
Sermon by Rev. Patricia Farris 
 
 

 
Isaiah 65:17-25 
For I am about to create new heavens and a new earth; the former things shall not be remembered or come to mind. But be glad and rejoice forever 
in what I am creating; for I am about to create Jerusalem as a joy, and its people as a delight. I will rejoice in Jerusalem, and delight in my people; 
no more shall the sound of weeping be heard in it, or the cry of distress. No more shall there be in it an infant that lives but a few days, or an old 
person who does not live out a lifetime; for one who dies at a hundred years will be considered a youth, and one who falls short of a hundred will be 
considered accursed. They shall build houses and inhabit them; they shall plant vineyards and eat their fruit. They shall not build and another inhabit; they shall not plant and 
another eat; for like the days of a tree shall the days of my people be, and my chosen shall long enjoy the work of their hands. They shall not labor in vain, or bear children for 
calamity; for they shall be offspring blessed by the Lord— and their descendants as well. Before they call I will answer, while they are yet speaking I will hear. The wolf and the 
lamb shall feed together, the lion shall eat straw like the ox; but the serpent—its food shall be dust! They shall not hurt or destroy on all my holy mountain, says the Lord. 
 
2 Corinthians 5:16-17 
From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a human point of view; even though we once knew Christ from a human point of view, we know him no longer in that way. So 
if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new! 
 
This morning we continue our annual reflection on our support of our congregation through our prayers, our presence, our gifts, our 
service, our witness, with a special focus on our financial support.  The theme of this year’s campaign is on the front of your Order of 
Worship as well as on the pledge card in the pew rack right in front of you—“School of Love”. 
 
Church is a School of Love.  It is a place and a people that teach us how to live a life of love.  We learn the ways of Christ’s love in 
prayer, Scripture, and worship.  We learn the ways of love in the smiles of children and the questions of youth.  We learn the ways of 
love in shared tears and laughter.  We learn love sharing meals and mission projects with one another.  The church is a School of Love. 
 
In Week 1, we commemorated the saints in our lives and the saints who built this congregation.  We thought about them as our teachers, 
those who have gone before, those whose lives and faith and strength and perseverance teach us how to live and how to serve and 
how to give and how to love.  We are their grateful descendants. 
 
Then last week, we pivoted to look at ourselves as not only descendants but also as ancestors ourselves, even now taking our part in the 
creation of the future—the future of church, the future of faith.  As we envision and put into words the “new church” that we see, we 
asked ourselves: what can we do to teach one another, our children, our children’s children to love, in this our “home room” in our School 
of Love?   
 
Today we’re going to shift the frame yet again and see ourselves clearly as the students in this School of Love.  Students one and all.  
We’re the learners in this School, learning as we go, being made new as part of the new creation God is always bringing forth.  
Students one and all.  Always learning, always growing, always changing. 
 
This is true in other parts of our lives as well.  I recently heard marriage described as “the school you build together.”  I imagine that 
those of you who are married or in committed relationships can relate.  “Marriage starts as a joy and ends up an education,” writes 
columnist David Brooks.  He explains:  “It starts as a joy because at first you get to spend every day with the person you care most 
about in the world, the one who makes you happiest to be around.  But then it turns into something else.  When you agree to marry, you 
are agreeing to be completely known, a scary prospect.  Living as a “we” instead of an “I” is a transformation of the routines of daily 
life.  The thing you love about the person is connected to the exact thing that will come to drive you the most crazy…The only way to 
thrive in marriage is to become a better person—more patient, wise, compassionate, persevering, communicative, and humble.  When 
we make a commitment, we put ourselves into a pickle that we have to be more selfless to get out of.” 
 
The school you build together...in marriage, in friendships, in a neighborhood, indeed, in a congregation.  “The only way to thrive in 
marriage is to become a better person—more patient, wise, compassionate, persevering, communicative, and humble.” 
 
This description sounds so much like the way Brian McLaren describes church as a School of Love.  “What do we do in this place?,” he 
asks.  And the answer is:  we learn to live a life of love.  And just imagine what would happen, he goes on to ponder, if, when asked by 
someone new to church:  “What is your church like?” we were to answer “it’s a place that helps us live a life of love.” 
 
Church, he goes on to say, calls people, students all in this School of Love, to move beyond selfishness to caring for our families, and 
beyond caring only caring for our families to caring for our neighbors and beyond caring for our neighbors to caring for the outsider, 
the outcast, other, alien, refugee, and stranger…and even beyond that to daring to love our enemies. 
 
Whew.  School of Love, indeed!  Students one and all. 
 
How do we do that?  Think about your own journey of faith.  What is it that grows your heart?  Prayer, worship, sermons, sacred music, 
small groups, fellowship, service…finding comfort, challenge, assurance, new possibilities.  All of which have a way of re-working, over 
time, re-working the habits of our hearts, a phrase first used by Alexis de Tocqueville to describe the predispositions that shape our 
daily choices and actions. 
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Scholars maintain that approximately 43% of what we say and do is based in our habits, things we do almost instinctively, without 
thinking.  So what forms those habits, the habits of the heart?  What helps us make a habit of being kind, being compassionate, of 
looking out for others, of being a good neighbor?  What helps us make a habit of caring for the least and the lost?  What helps us 
make a habit of acting proactively on behalf of God’s creation?  What helps us make a habit of being generous with our time, our 
gifts, our belongings, our financial resources?  What shapes the habits of our heart? 
 
If we’re not vigilant and intentional, those habits will shaped in us by all kinds of things which just maybe are not the best influences—
the media, social media, a family member or friend or teacher who was actually something of a jerk?  I don’t know about you, but I’ve 
had to unlearn some things over time that I’d just picked up and didn’t even realize had formed some habits of thought and speech that 
were not particularly generous or worthy. 
 
Church helps.  At least it should.  And the more intentional we can be in this School of Love about reinforcing that which is good, that 
which is worthy, that which is beautiful, that which is generous and true, the more the habits of our hearts will be patterned in the love of 
God. 
 
This is why we in the church are invited into the spiritual practice of regular, generous giving.  Reach out and find a pledge card in the 
pew rack in front of you.  Pull it out—it won’t bite!—and look it over.  Take it home with you and pray about it.  A pledge is a 
commitment from you to give a stated amount to First UMC for the following year—usually in monthly payments, or weekly or 
quarterly, if that works better for you.  We welcome cash, checks, credit cards via our secure on-line website, automatic checking drafts, 
and gifts of appreciated stock. The church business office can assist you with any of these options. 
 
We embark in this pledge drive each year.  Some think it’s kind of old-fashioned, and I suppose it is.  But it seems to me that it’s harder 
than ever to figure out where giving fits into our budgets and spread-sheets.  And if regular, generous giving is not a habit of the heart, 
it’s probably not going to just “happen.”  Or maybe it happens sporadically or when we feel like it or when something captures our 
imagination.   
 
And it’s fine to give in those ways, of course.  But in addition to spontaneous gifts, gifts to special causes, GoFundMe campaigns, there’s 
something deeper asked of us.  Something built in to the way of Jesus who gave his all, that we might have life and have it abundantly.  
And it’s not easy and it’s often not convenient and it usually always asks more of us than we think we can manage. 
 
We will consecrate (make holy) our giving in worship next week on Consecration Sunday, November 24. Bring your completed pledge 
card to worship with you or bring or mail it to the church office. You may also pledge on-line at any time during the year. 
 
One commentator writes that in a time when we may be living far from family, far from our communities of origin, we need a new type 
of community based in values and justice, what we’ll call this School of Love that brings people together and connects us to one another 
in what we might call values-based ways of living.  How do we support each other in living together in purpose-driven ways? 
 
For we know, do we not, that our ways are not always God’s ways.  God sets a high bar and we, when left to our own devices, our 
own un-examined habits, may well fall far short.  Loving our neighbor as ourselves?  Loving our enemy?  Or, as we hear in the 3rd 
chapter of 1 John:  “How does God’s love abide in anyone who has the world’s goods and sees a brother or sister in need and yet 
refuses help?  Little children, let us love,” the Scripture challenges, “not in word or speech, but in truth and action.” 
 
But we know from Scripture that an authentic life, for people of faith, is about loving God and showing mercy to those in need.  An 
authentic life is found in serving God and caring for others.  An authentic life is values-based and purpose-driven.  An authentic life is 
about joining the mission of God’s people to meet the world’s needs.  An authentic life is about being the hope in every way we can, in 
every aspect of our lives. 
 
And so we, students one and all, are being formed into the new creations God would have us be, witnesses to love, new habits in our 
hearts molding our lives after the example of Christ Jesus.  Please join me this year in what for you represents a serious pledge of your 
financial resources, joining the mission of God’s people to change lives and transform the world.  Let’s be students together in this School 
of Love.  Always learning, always growing, always changing. 
 
For our God has promised:  “I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you.  Then you will be my people, and I will be your 
God.” 
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