
                                                 Ottawa First UMC Sunday Worship                               1 

May 17, 2020 
 

SONG INTRO 

We open today’s Ottawa First United Methodist church’s online worship with a 

centering song…Hear the song as God’s invitation to Come and Find the Quiet 

Center. 

CENTERING SONG   

“Come and Find the Quiet Center”  TFWS # 2128 

Come and find the quiet center in the crowded life we lead, Find the 

room for hope to enter, find the frame where we are freed: Clear the 

chaos and the clutter, clear our eyes that we can see                      

All the things that really matter, be at peace and simply be. 

Silence is a friend who claims us, cools the heat and slows the pace, God 

it is who speaks and names us, knows our being, touches base, Making 

space within our thinking, lifting shades to show the sun, Raising 

courage when we’re shrinking, finding scope for faith begun. 

In the Spirit let us travel, open to each other’s pain,                                                    

let our loves and fears unravel, celebrate the space we gain:                           

There’s a place for deepest dreaming, there’s a time for heart to care, in 

the Spirit’s livingly scheming there is always room to spare.     

WELCOME                                                                                                             

Welcome! God’s Spirit’s prompted you to worship. Following God’s Spirit’s 

prompts lets our loves and fears unravel and we celebrate the space we gain, space 

for God’s peaceful love to center our hearts in God as we bow our heads and hearts 

to pray…Let’s pray.                                                                                                                    

A TIME OF PRAYER                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    
God of storms and rainbows, God of roses and thorns, we worship you. We marvel 

at your beautiful creation just as we understand this virus is not your will or your 

way. Your only desire is to preserve, not destroy life. We also understand when a 

storm ends, the skies transform with the vibrancy of a spectacular rainbow. Just like 

we understand beautiful roses also have pokey thorns. Life knows stormy, thorny 

times: life knows rainbow and roses times, too. And, you are our God through all 
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times and in every place. So, we pray your mercy extends to all who are ill, all in 

need, all who are incapacitated by fear’s unbearable anxiety. God, extend your 

mercy to those who sacrifice their safety to do essential work. God, extend your 

mercy to those who make poor choices, those addicted to drugs, alcohol, hatred or 

any destructive, unhealthy thing. Let the rain come and wash away our ancient 

grudges and bitter hatreds. Wash away our political divisions right and left. Let the 

rain wash away power, privilege and greed. They are storms of oppression. In such 

stormy times, Lord, send the sun to fill the sky with a rainbow to remind us of you. 

Let the warm sunlight of your love heal what is broken. Let it burn away 

uncertainty’s fog so we see your way more clearly, seeing beyond labels, beyond 

accents, beyond gender or skin color. Let the warm sunlight of your love melt our 

selfish, self-centeredness, so we share concern for our every neighbor’s safety. 

Lord, let the sunlight of your love be so warm, such a powerful light it shines your 

healing love into our world. Nourish us, nourish the earth. May the rains bring forth 

flowers that remind us of your beauty. Let the mountains teach our hearts to reach 

upward to heaven to you for guidance through this current storm. We praise You, 

God, for you are the God of storms and thorns. You are God of rainbow and roses, 

the giver of courage and strength for each new day; even though we apart we’re so 

thankful to be united in Christ Jesus who teaches us to pray…praying… Our Father 

who art in heaven. Hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done on 

earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread and forgive us our 

trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us. Lead us not into temptation 

but deliver us from evil for thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory 

forever. AMEN 

 

TODAY’S SCRIPTURE READING 

 Genesis 9: 8-17  PJ Olsen, Liturgist  

Then God said to Noah and to his sons with him: “I now establish my covenant 

with you and with your descendants after you and with every living creature that 

was with you—the birds, the livestock and all the wild animals, all those that came 

out of the ark with you—every living creature on earth. I establish my covenant 

with you: Never again will all life be destroyed by the waters of a flood; never 

again will there be a flood to destroy the earth.” And God said, “This is the sign of 

the covenant I am making between me and you and every living creature with you, 

a covenant for all generations to come: I have set my rainbow in the clouds, and it 

will be the sign of the covenant between me and the earth. Whenever I bring clouds 
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over the earth and the rainbow appears in the clouds, I will remember my covenant 

between me and you and all living creatures of every kind. Never again will the 

waters become a flood to destroy all life. Whenever the rainbow appears in the 

clouds, I will see it and remember the everlasting covenant between God and all 

living creatures of every kind on the earth.” So God said to Noah, “This is the sign 

of the covenant I have established between me and all life on the earth.” 

 

 

THE MESSAGE  “Storms & Thorns and Rainbows & Roses”        Pastor Cheri 

What would a modern day, pre-COVID-19 version of Noah’s Ark story sound 

like? The story might go something like this. God said to Noah, “Noah, get ready, 

I’ll give you six months. Then, there’s gonna be a whole lotta rain. Water will cover 

the earth. But I’ll spare a few good people and two of every living creature. I’m 

ordering you. Build an Ark.” Rather reluctantly, Noah responds, “uh, ok, God, I’ll 

be your man.” Warp speed ahead, six months later and it’s pouring rain. God looks 

down from heaven and God sees Noah just takin’ life easy! God shouts, “Noah, 

where’s the Ark?” Noah assures God: “I did my best, but I had issues, lots of issues. 

Couldn’t get a building permit. The neighbors objected to an Ark in the 

neighborhood; claimed it’d violate zoning ordinances. God, I spent months trying to 

get a city variance. Once I got the variance, then, I couldn’t get enough wood. You 

know how hard it is to find Gopher wood these days? Gopher wood’s an 

endangered species, now God.          

 But, I stuck to it! Finally found enough. It wasn’t long before the carpenters’ 

union picketed me. Just didn’t occur to me to use union carpenters. And, then, just 

when I finally started gathering animals, a group of animal rights activists stopped 

me. The suit got dismissed in court, but then the EPA notified me I couldn’t 

complete the Ark without filing an environmental impact statement. Seems my 

property’s in a flood plain. Go figure! The Army Corps of Engineers wanted a map 

of the area. I sent them a globe! They went ballistic! God, I’m really sorry. Don’t 

think there’s any way I’ll ever finish the Ark!” And with that, the sky cleared, the 

sun poked through the clouds and a spectacular rainbow arched across the sky. 

Smiling Noah looked up and asked God: “you mean you aren’t gonna destroy the 

world?” “NO!” thundered God. “I’ll never use a flood again. There’s something far 

worse, something far more destructive, something man created himself.” “What’s 

that?” Noah wondered? God answered. “Politicians!”     
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 Gotta love the story of Noah’s ark! Is it the animals you love? Maybe you 

love the story’s happy ending; the beautiful promise God makes to Noah, and to all 

humankind. Never again would God send a flood to destroy the earth. God chose a 

rainbow as a sign of God’s promise. No wonder rainbows are so hope-filled! 

Everyone stops and grabs their phone for a picture. A rainbow, God putting THE 

most vibrantly colored post-note in the sky to say “you can hope for a better 

tomorrow.” But, to really understand a rainbow’s significance. We need to know 

the science of rainbows. Sunlight shines on raindrops and viola, a rainbow. Sunlight 

enters each raindrop and because water is denser than air, the light's path bends or 

"refracts” in a spectrum of colors. A ROY G BIV spectrum, red, orange, yellow, 

green, blue, indigo and violet. Illinois rainbows always follow a storm but rainbows 

form in waterfall’s and sea mist, too. Basically, anytime the sun passes through 

water, we see a rainbow. Light and water! We’re people of the light, our sins 

washed clean by the waters of our baptism. Rainbows are holographic. Every 

raindrop creates its own tiny rainbow. Just like God uses each of us to uniquely 

color our world. And, isn’t extra special to see a double but even more rare and 

spectacular are triple and quadruple rainbows. They’re possible. Image that sky! 

Most rainbows happen in the morning or evening but not around noon. The sun’s 

too high and hot. Rainbows happen when sunlight hits water around 42 degrees. 

We can be less than our beautiful selves, too when our temperature gets all hot and 

bothered. And, about the legendary pot of gold at the rainbow’s end. There’s really 

no science to it. It’s a myth that began in a region of old Eastern Europe. 

 People believed angels placed the pot of gold. But only a naked man could 

run fast enough to get the gold before the rainbow disappeared! The only science 

in that myth is the science of drinking too much. The myth has the vibe of a dare 

dreamed up in a pub over a few pints…Did you know there are moonbows, too. A 

moonbow’s created a night by moonlight. And Honolulu’s considered “the 

rainbow capital of the world” because the sun shines year around with almost 

daily short mountain rain showers. And, the last bit of rainbow science, even 

though all we see is the arch; rainbows really are full circles. The ground cuts off 

the bottom half. To see a rainbow’s full circle; we’d need to hop a plane and look 

down on the rainbow from the clouds. Isn’t it true, life’s about perspective, God’s 

heavenly perspective on earth as it is in heaven! Rainbows have no end just like 

God’s promises have no end. I love how an 8 year-old boy explained a rainbow to 

his dad. The 8 year-old said, “Dad, a rainbow’s God standing on his head and 

smiling after God ate Skittles!”  All this to say the essential elements of a rainbow 
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are dark, stormy rain, the right water temperature and bright sunlight. Essential 

elements of life…a temperament toward God, water and light. Rainbows always 

follow rainstorms. God’s rainbow’s promise is found at the storm’s ends. Maybe 

that’s why we love rainbows so much. God’s promise is worth more than gold. 

No matter how fierce the storm, the rainbow after gives us hope the storm’s really 

over. Wonder when a rainbow will end this scary Covid-19 storm? Reminds me of a 

story I read awhile back. The story came from a Christian radio program entitled 

“Revive Our Hearts.” It’s a Thanksgiving story called “The Blessings of Thorns.” 

And, before you get all concerned! Yes, my hair is turning grey, but, NO, I haven’t 

lost ALL sense of time in this pandemic. I know it’s not Thanksgiving but as we 

struggle to hold onto God’s promises, as we struggle to hope, as we struggle to live 

every day thankful, I hope you’ll see why I chose to share this story today.   

 It’s a true story about a very depressed woman named, Sandra. It was the day 

before Thanksgiving when Sandra made her way to the florist. This was to be the 

week she would’ve delivered her second child, a son. But there’d be no special 

delivery. Weeks earlier she’d been in a car accident. The accident caused her baby 

to die in her womb. News of her husband’s company’s transfer and her sister’s call 

to say they wouldn’t be coming for Thanksgiving only added to her grief.   

 “Thanksgiving? What’s there to be thankful for?” Sandra grumbled. 

“Thankful for an airbag that saved my life but took my precious baby boy?” The 

shop clerk startled Sandra with her cheery: “Good afternoon, can I help you?”     “I, 

I need an arrangement for Thanksgiving;” Sandra stammered.” The shop clerk 

asked, “are you looking for something that expresses your thanks in this season of 

giving thanks? Sandra just bitterly blurted out, “No! Lately, everything that could 

go wrong has.” Surprised by her anger; Sandra barely heard the shop clerk say, “I 

have the perfect arrangement for you.” But, just then another customer came in.  

 The shop clerk said, “Hi Barbara; let me get your order.” The clerk walked to 

the back and quickly reappeared with an arrangement, long-stemmed roses; except, 

all the rose buds had been snipped off the stems. Not a rose in the bunch, just ugly 

green stems with lots of big, ol, nasty brown thorns. I’m in no mood for a joke, 

thought Sandra. To herself she wondered, who’d want ugly, thorny rose stems with 

no flowers? But it wasn’t a joke. After the customer left; Sandra just had to ask. 

“Why did that lady leave with thorny stems and no flowers!” The clerk explained, 

“I purposefully cut off the flowers. That’s the Special. I call it the “Thanksgiving 

Thorn Bouquet.” You see, 3 years ago, Barbara came into our shop feeling a lot like 

you feel today. Her father had just died of cancer, the family business was failing, 
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her son was into drugs, and she was facing major surgery. She wasn’t feeling 

thankful AT ALL. That same year my husband died, and for the first time in my 

life, I spent the holidays alone; no children, no husband and too much debt to travel 

anywhere.”             

 “So what’d you do?” Sandra asked. “I learned to be thankful for thorns,” 

answered the clerk. “Up to that point in my life I’d always thanked God for all the 

good things. Never thought to ask God why the good things happened, but when the 

bad stuff hit, I sure questioned God then! I went through the darkest time of my life 

but in that dark time I learned dark times are important, too. I’d always enjoyed the 

‘flowers’ of life, but it took thorny times to show me the beauty of God’s comfort. 

When we’re desperately down and feeling hopeless, God comforts us. It’s from 

God’s comforting I learned to comfort others.”        

 Sandra snapped back, “Well, truth is I don’t want comfort. I lost my baby! I’m 

angry at God.” Just then Phil walked in. He’d been sent by his wife to pick up their 

usual Thanksgiving arrangement. Yep, another twelve thorny, long stemmed stems! 

No flowers! “Those for your wife?” asked Sandra. “Do you mind if I ask why she 

wants something so ugly?” “No, actually, I’m glad you asked!” Phil explained. 

“Four years ago, my wife and I almost divorced. After twenty years, our lives had 

grown apart, but God’s grace and guidance got us through it. God used Jenny here 

to rescue our marriage. She told me how she kept a vase of rose stems to remind her 

of the lessons she learned from her life’s ‘thorny’ time; so, I took some of those 

thorny stems home to my wife. We decided to label each stem with one of our 

problems and then we gave God thanks for what each problem taught us.”   

 As Phil paid the clerk, he told Sandra, “I highly recommend the Special!” “I 

don’t know if I can be thankful for my life’s thorns,” Sandra said. “It’s all too 

fresh.” Choosing her words very carefully, the clerk replied; “my experience has 

shown me, it’s the thorns that make roses more precious. We treasure God’s loving 

care more during storms than any other time. Remember, Jesus wore a crown of 

thorns so we might know the depth of His compassionate loving care. Don’t resent 

or resist life’s thorns.” Tears started rolling down Sandra’s cheeks. For the first time 

since the accident, she’d faced her resentment. Through tears, Sandra choked out 

her order: “I guess I’ll take the Thanksgiving Thorn Bouquet, please.” They’ll be 

ready in a minute, the clerk replied.” When she returned, Sandra asked: What do I 

owe you?” “Nothing” said the clerk; “absolutely nothing, just a promise you’ll 

allow God to heal your heart.” The clerk smiled as she handed Sandra a card with a 

prayer that said: “Dear God, I’ve never thanked you for my thorns. I’ve thanked 
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you a thousand times for my roses, but never once for my thorns. Help me hold 

onto your promises; teach me the value of life’s thorns. Show me how I’ve come 

closer to you on this path through my pain. Be my light so the colors of your 

rainbow look so much more brilliant through my tears.” AMEN Sandra’s storm was 

beginning to clear, she could see the rainbow. Rainbows always follow storms.  

 You see my friends, God knows our world has both storms and thorns and 

rainbows and roses. What are you feeling today? Is your life stormy and thorny? 

Thorns remind us God is with us in the suffering. Jesus’ crown of thorns was part of 

his path to glory. God gifts roses to remind us of God’s beautiful love. He is Jesus 

Christ. God colors our lives with beauty and love. Rainbows follow storms. But 

today’s good news: rainbows and roses remind us of God’s beautiful promises. 

God made a promise to Noah and he sealed it with a rainbow. God made a promise 

to you and me, too. Promises are important but a promise is only as good as the 

character and integrity of the promise maker. Our promise Maker has impeccable 

integrity and unfaltering character. Our promise maker is beautiful love who meets 

our every need. If God says God will be with us through this storm, we can count 

on it. If God says God accepts us just as we are, we can hold onto that unconditional 

grace. If God says God’s prepared a place for us; God’s already there, rest assured, 

we follow Jesus to the safest, most secure place ever so close to the very heart of 

God. If God says that nothing in all creation can separate us from God’s love, relax. 

God loves us through every life’s storm and thorn. We may be physically apart but 

we’re connected in Christ and together we’ll get through this storm. Hold onto 

God’s promises through these dark difficult stormy days. They’ll be a rainbow after 

this horrible storm. Put on your mask. Go buy some beautiful roses, roses with THE 

BIGGEST NASTIEST THORNS you can find! Don’t cut off your flowers! Until 

our rainbow comes, see the roses as God’s beautiful unending promise to you and 

everyone you love. AMEN 

 

THE INVITATION TO GIVE                                                                                                                                

In a storm, trusting in God’s promises, is faithful. In a storm, giving a gift to the 

church so that others come to know God’s promises is faithful. May our gifts color 

our world in Ottawa and beyond with a rainbow of God’s beautiful love. 

PRAYER OF DEDICATION                                                                                                                                                
Covenant-keeping God, whose promise is as solid as a rock and as beautiful as all 

the colors of the rainbow; we offer our lives and these gifts as signs of our daily 

living, not simply that bread might fill empty stomachs, but that, through the 
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working of your Holy Spirit, empty lives may be filled; friendless, lonely lives may 

find intimacy, and depressed lives be given hope. Make it so in Ottawa and beyond. 

In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen. 

                                                                                                                                                               

CLOSING HYMN   “For the Beauty of the Earth”                                         # 92       

† OUR BENEDICTION & SENDING FORTH                                                                                                                                    
Life can be stormy and thorny! 

Hold onto God’s promises. 

God is light! 

God is love! 

God is faithful. 

God is with us in this storm. 

Wait for it. Look for it. Trust, God will send a rainbow, given the size of this storm, 

could even be a double or a triple…                                                                                                                                            

 


