
St. Paul’s
United Methodist Church

5501 Main Street
Houston, Texas 77004-6917

713-528-0527
www.stpaulshouston.org

Making Friends
by 

Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams
September 27, 2015

Eighteenth Sunday after Pentecost 
8:30 and 11:05 a.m. 



Making Friends • September 27, 2015 • Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams • Page 1

Texts: Esther 7:1-6, 9-10; 9:20-22 • Psalm 125 • James 5:13-20 • Mark 9:38-50

Esther 7:1-6, 9-10; 9:20-22 
So the king and Haman went in to feast with Queen Esther. On the second 

day, as they were drinking wine, the king again said to Esther, “What is your peti-
tion, Queen Esther? It shall be granted you. And what is your request? Even to the 
half of my kingdom, it shall be fulfilled.”

Then Queen Esther answered, “If I have won your favor, O king, and if it 
pleases the king, let my life be given me — that is my petition — and the lives 
of my people — that is my request. For we have been sold, I and my people, to 
be destroyed, to be killed, and to be annihilated. If we had been sold merely as 
slaves, men and women, I would have held my peace; but no enemy can compen-
sate for this damage to the king.” 

Then King Ahasuerus said to Queen Esther, “Who is he, and where is he, 
who has presumed to do this?” 

Esther said, “A foe and enemy, this wicked Haman!” 
Then Haman was terrified before the king and the queen. Then Harbona, 

one of the eunuchs in attendance on the king, said, “Look, the very gallows that 
Haman has prepared for Mordecai, whose word saved the king, stands at Haman’s 
house, fifty cubits high.” 

And the king said, “Hang him on that.” So they hanged Haman on the gal-
lows that he had prepared for Mordecai. Then the anger of the king abated.

Mordecai recorded these things, and sent letters to all the Jews who were 
in all the provinces of King Ahasuerus, both near and far, enjoining them that they 
should keep the fourteenth day of the month Adar and also the fifteenth day of the 
same month, year by year, as the days on which the Jews gained relief from their 
enemies, and as the month that had been turned for them from sorrow into glad-
ness and from mourning into a holiday; that they should make them days of feasting 
and gladness, days for sending gifts of food to one another and presents to the poor.

Psalm 124 
If it had not been the Lord who was on our side—let Israel now say—
if it had not been the Lord who was on our side, when our enemies attacked us,
then they would have swallowed us up alive, when their anger was kindled against 

us;



Making Friends • September 27, 2015 • Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams • Page 2

then the flood would have swept us away, the torrent would have gone over us;
then over us would have gone the raging waters.
Blessed be the Lord, who has not given us as prey to their teeth.
We have escaped like a bird from the snare of the fowlers; the snare is broken, 

and we have escaped.
Our help is in the name of the Lord, who made heaven and earth.

James 5:13-20 
Are any among you suffering? They should pray. 
Are any cheerful? They should sing songs of praise. 
Are any among you sick? They should call for the elders of the church and 

have them pray over them, anointing them with oil in the name of the Lord. The 
prayer of faith will save the sick, and the Lord will raise them up; and anyone who 
has committed sins will be forgiven. Therefore confess your sins to one another, 
and pray for one another, so that you may be healed. The prayer of the righteous 
is powerful and effective. Elijah was a human being like us, and he prayed fer-
vently that it might not rain, and for three years and six months it did not rain on 
the earth. Then he prayed again, and the heaven gave rain and the earth yielded 
its harvest. My brothers and sisters, if anyone among you wanders from the truth 
and is brought back by another, you should know that whoever brings back a sin-
ner from wandering will save the sinner’s soul from death and will cover a multi-
tude of sins.

Mark 9:38-50 
John said to him, “Teacher, we saw someone casting out demons in your 

name, and we tried to stop him, because he was not following us.” 
But Jesus said, “Do not stop him; for no one who does a deed of power in 

my name will be able soon afterward to speak evil of me. Whoever is not against 
us is for us. For truly I tell you, whoever gives you a cup of water to drink because 
you bear the name of Christ will by no means lose the reward.

“If any of you put a stumbling block before one of these little ones who be-
lieve in me, it would be better for you if a great millstone were hung around your 
neck and you were thrown into the sea. If your hand causes you to stumble, cut it 
off; it is better for you to enter life maimed than to have two hands and to go to 
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hell, to the unquenchable fire. And if your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off; 
it is better for you to enter life lame than to have two feet and to be thrown into 
hell. And if your eye causes you to stumble, tear it out; it is better for you to enter 
the kingdom of God with one eye than to have two eyes and to be thrown into 
hell, where their worm never dies, and the fire is never quenched.

“For everyone will be salted with fire. Salt is good; but if salt has lost its 
saltiness, how can you season it? Have salt in yourselves, and be at peace with 
one another.”

Are any among you suffering? They should pray. 
Are any cheerful? They should sing songs of praise. 
Are any among you sick? They should call for the elders of the church and have 

them pray over them, anointing them with oil in the name of the Lord. The prayer of 
faith will save the sick, and the Lord will raise them up; and anyone who has commit-
ted sins will be forgiven. Therefore confess your sins to one another, and pray for one 
another, so that you may be healed.

— James 5:13-16
It is why we are here in worship.
This week in our life together — Houston and baseball said goodbye to Milo 

Hamilton — baseball said goodbye to Yogi Berra also, Pope Francis visited the 
United States for the first time, and the Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives 
resigned. Not a dull week!

This week also saw for some the loss of a loved one close to you, the birth of 
a new one in your midst, a fight with your spouse, a reconciliation perhaps, a health 
scare, a health miracle, a new or continued worry about your children or grandchil-
dren, a victory for your child at school, a fear for the future, a work-place victory or 
defeat, and the week’s chronicling could go on and something would surely be left 
out.  

All of which should lead us to a life of deep and faithful prayer. This is where 
the sermon of James takes us. 
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But first this curious passage from Jesus in the oldest Gospel, Mark. Remem-
ber, this one comes after where the disciples are arguing about who is to be the 
greatest and hear that they witness miracles, healings, we don’t know what all, being 
done — in Jesus’ name. 

A great deal is left up to the reader here. It seems clear that these other ones 
are not the original 12 disciples or the women who were also in Jesus’ band. 

They are ones though who are doing the kind of work Jesus does and Jesus 
says here essentially — we have enough to worry about — if they are not against 
us, they are for us. 

A few years ago while serving in another congregation, I was invited to speak 
at an interfaith Thanksgiving service at the Rothko Chapel here in Houston. I was 
to be THE Christian representative of among 21 or 22 faith traditions in diverse 
Houston. It was a bit intimidating to represent all of Global Christianity — Roman 
Catholics, Protestants, Pentecostalism — and to do that in 2 minutes! I was in-
structed to choose something from our sacred text. I chose this passage from Mark, 
“if you are not against us, you are for us.”

While I don’t know that this passage particularly speaks to interfaith relation-
ships, I certainly believe that we must make friends, build bridges, have reconcili-
ation with those who are sharing this world. In some ways we must all participate 
together in the work of God that we call the kingdom or reign of God on earth.

The first time I think I became aware of differences in Christian denomina-
tions is when I noticed the head usher in my home church would arrive to our 
church parking lot each Sunday morning with his wife. She would walk over to the 
Baptist church and he would walk in to the Methodist church. 

Of course many of you have joined together with spouses and families that 
represent different traditions.

We must find ways to work together across Christian traditions, also.
We Christians do have a tendency to eat our own don’t we? — each commu-

nity casts a warring eye on other denominations at times, other expressions of the 
Christian faith. 
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But, If they’re not against us they’re for us.
What I think Jesus is talking about here is something that transcends all of 

us. It transcends worship preferences, partisan preferences, it transcends denomina-
tions, etc. It  is the kingdom of God.

God works when and where and through whom God chooses…
Now, depending on who you are, Francis’ visit this week might excite you, 

frustrate you, or, maybe you are indifferent. 
He began controversially in Cuba, a place known for its oppression of people. 

And right in the middle of Havana he issued a call to what he called “a revolution of 
tenderness,” a beautiful and revolutionary word in such a repressive place. And then 
he came to the United States House of Representatives. There were times and mo-
ments in his address when Republicans stood to cheer and the very next phrase had 
Democrats standing and cheering and the other sitting. This sounds something like 
the kind of response Jesus might engender.

Most of all, the Speaker John Boehner was said to have been moved most by 
a private conversation with Francis in which Francis asked Boehner to pray for him. 

Indeed this is the way in which Francis began his papacy: pray for me, in 
multiple languages, he said to the gathering throng on St. Peter’s Square in the mo-
ments after his election. 

And this I think is what can grow us in friendship and love for each other — 
prayer — for after you pray for someone for a while, it is hard not to love them.

Are any among you suffering? They should pray. 
Are any cheerful? They should sing songs of praise. 
Are any among you sick? They should call for the elders of the church and have 

them pray over them, anointing them with oil in the name of the Lord. The prayer of 
faith will save the sick, and the Lord will raise them up; and anyone who has commit-
ted sins will be forgiven. Therefore confess your sins to one another, and pray for one 
another, so that you may be healed.

— James 5:13-16
This passage helps us with what we call spiritual practices — confession, in-

tercession — praying for others.
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The prayer of faith will save the sick, and the Lord will raise them up.  
This work takes many forms. 
The Russian babushkas prayed. These are the faithful Orthodox women of 

Russia who, during decades of oppression wherein churches were closed or convert-
ed into museums, planted gardens of flowers around this hallowed and hollowed 
out places of worship — gardens as a sign of hope and prayer that one day they 
would rise again.

May it be so again
You and I ought to pray for resurrections of all sorts. We have all of us been 

at the bedside of the sick and prayed for their healing when some have been made 
well in this life and some have not.

Given this reality, what then should be the content of our prayers? 
The Lord will raise them up. Pray for resurrections, pray for people and 

churches to be raised up, whether in this life or in the life to come.
Are any among you suffering? They should pray. 
Are any cheerful? They should sing songs of praise. 
Are any among you sick? They should call for the elders of the church and have 

them pray over them, anointing them with oil in the name of the Lord. The prayer of 
faith will save the sick, and the Lord will raise them up; and anyone who has commit-
ted sins will be forgiven. Therefore confess your sins to one another, and pray for one 
another, so that you may be healed.

— James 5.13-16
“To clasp the hands in prayer is the beginning of an uprising against the dis-

order of the world.” 
– Karl Barth

And this word from poet Wendell Berry that joins together prayer and 
resurrections.



Most Sunday sermons also are available via the church website, www.stpaulshouston.org, as well as pre-printed 
and on CD. Access the sermons on the website via either the Worship section or the Media Center. The pre-printed 
sermons are in the information rack at the Jones Plaza entrance to the Sanctuary Building. To order a $5 CD of the 
complete worship service, contact Phyllis Brockermeyer at 713-528-0527 or pbrock@stpaulshouston.org.

Making Friends • September 27, 2015 • Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams • Page 7

So, friends, every day do something
that won’t compute. Love the Lord.
Love the world. Work for nothing.
Take all that you have and be poor.
Love someone who does not deserve it.
Denounce the government and 

embrace
the flag. Hope to live in that free
republic for which it stands…

Ask the questions that have no answers.
Invest in the millennium. Plant 

sequoias.
Say that your main crop is the forest
that you did not plant,
that you will not live to harvest.
Say that the leaves are harvested
when they have rotted into the mold.
Call that profit. Prophesy such returns.

Put your faith in the two inches of 
humus

that will build under the trees
every thousand years.
Listen… put your ear
close, and hear the faint chattering
of the songs that are to come.
Expect the end of the world. Laugh.
Laughter is immeasurable. Be joyful
though you have considered all the 

facts. 

Be like the fox
who makes more tracks than necessary,
some in the wrong direction.
Practice resurrection.

Pray for resurrections dear friends, for all people, for this life and for the life 
to come.


