
Readings – The Pastors 
1 – John Wesley 
 
Round of 32 - "What then is the mark? Who is a Methodist, according to your own account?" I answer: A 
Methodist is one who has "the love of God shed abroad in his heart by the Holy Ghost given unto him;" one who 
"loves the Lord his God with all his heart, and with all his soul, and with all his mind, and with all his strength. 
God is the joy of his heart, and the desire of his soul; which is constantly crying out, "Whom have I in heaven but 
thee? And there is none upon earth that I desire beside thee! My God and my all! Thou art the strength of my 
heart, and my portion for ever!"  From The Character of a Methodist  
 
Sweet 16 – Speaking about money “But in the present state of mankind it is an excellent gift of God, answering 
the noblest ends. In the hands of his children it is food for the hungry, drink for the thirsty, clothes for the naked. 
It gives to the traveller and the stranger where to lay his head. It offers provision for the widow and the orphan; it 
may be a defense for the oppressed, a means of health to the sick, of ease to them that are in pain. It may be as 
eyes to the blind, as feet to the lame; yeah, a lifter up from the gates of death. It is therefore of the highest concern 
that all who fear God know how to employ this valuable talent. – Sermon The Use of Money 
 
Elite 8 - Lastly. As he has time, he "does good unto all men;" unto neighbours and strangers, friends and enemies: 
And that in every possible kind; not only to their bodies, by "feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, visiting those 
that are sick or in prison;" but much more does he labour to do good to their souls, as of the ability which God 
giveth; to awaken those that sleep in death; to bring those who are awakened to the atoning blood, that, "being 
justified by faith, they may have peace with God;" and to provoke those who have peace with God to abound 
more in love and in good works. And he is willing to "spend and be spent herein," even "to be offered up on the 
sacrifice and service of their faith," so they may "all come unto the measure of the stature of the fullness of 
Christ."  - The Character of a Methodist 
 
Final Four - DEAR SIR, -- Unless the divine power has raised you up to be as Athanasius contra mundum, 
['Athanasius against the world.'] I see not how you can go through your glorious enterprise in opposing that 
execrable villainy, which is the scandal of religion, of England, and of human nature. Unless God has raised you 
up for this very thing, you will be worn out by the opposition of men and devils. But if God be for you, who can 
be against you Are all of them together stronger than God O be not weary of well doing I Go on, in the name of 
God and in the power of His might, till even American slavery (the vilest that ever saw the sun) shall vanish away 
before it. Reading this morning a tract wrote by a poor African, I was particularly struck by that circumstance, 
that a man who has a black skin, being wronged or outraged by a white man, can have no redress; it being a law in 
all our Colonies that the oath of a black against a white goes for nothing. What villainy is this! That He who has 
guided you from youth up may continue to strengthen you in this and all things is the prayer of, dear sir, your 
affectionate servant. – John Wesley’s letter to William Wilberforce to encourage him to continue the fight to end 
slavery 
 
National Championship - Agreeable to this his one desire, is the one design of his life, namely, "not to do his own 
will, but the will of Him that sent him." His one intention at all times and in all things is, not to please himself, but 
Him whom his soul loveth. He has a single eye. And because "his eye is single, his whole body is full of light."  
Indeed, where the loving eye of the soul is continually fixed upon God, there can be no darkness at all, "but the 
whole is light; as when the bright shining of a candle doth enlighten the house." God then reigns alone. All that is 
in the soul is holiness to the Lord. There is not a motion in his heart, but is according to his will. Every thought 
that arises points to Him, and is in obedience to the law of Christ.  - The Character of a Methodist 
 
 

 



2 – Nadia Bolz-Weber 
 
Round of 32 – Sermon – If Jesus Was Your Preacher 
And when he opens his mouth to speak, it’s as though there is something both common and melodic about his 
voice. A voice that is as familiar as the sound of our own heartbeats. A song we had forgotten and yet still know 
by heart. Maybe, just maybe, our Lord would say something like, The Spirit of the Lord has anointed him to bring 
good news to the poor. To bring gifts of fine wine and rich food to those who exist only on McDonalds and 
Funions because it’s the only food in walking distance from their decrepit neighborhoods. The Spirit of the Lord 
has anointed him to forgive all your student loans. To bring living water to the people of Flint Michigan and 
Rwanda and Haiti. To tell the bank janitors that the CEO has distributed all their own pay raises and bonuses and 
stock options to them. To look the Dow Jones in the eyes and laugh. To dismantle our system of profits at the 
expense of people. To restore the dignity of the 99% AND to restore the dignity of the 1%. To endow us with a 
sense of worth that has nothing to do with bank accounts and status. Because the Spirit of the Lord had sent him 
to bring good news to the poor. - 
 
Sweet 16 – Sermon – Some Modern Beatitudes 
Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are the agnostics. Blessed are they who 
doubt. Those who aren’t sure, who can still be surprised. Blessed are they who are spiritually impoverished and 
therefore not so certain about everything that they no longer take in new information. Blessed are those who have 
nothing to offer. Blessed are they for whom nothing seems to be working. Blessed are the pre-schoolers who cut 
in line at communion. Blessed are the poor in spirit. You are of heaven and Jesus blesses you 
 
Elite Eight – Sermon – You Are Not Alone 
What was the incarnation if not God’s love overflowing the heavens and coming to be with us. As though to 
humanity, isolated from God and from each other God comes as a baby to say, “you are not alone.” I mean, sure, 
we feel alone. But feelings are different from facts, or as my wise friend Sara says “feelings are stupid.” What’s 
real is that you are not alone. Not at all. So, remember how Elizabeth says “blessed is she who believed God’s 
promises”? Well, we too have a promise. It is that Jesus said where 2 or more are gathered he is with us. Not 
where 2 or more are gathered and have the correct doctrine. Not where 2 or more are gathered and have the right 
kind of worship service. Not where 2 or more are gathered under a rainbow flag. No… just where 2 or more are 
gathered. That’s all it takes. To be given one to another. To be with God. 
 
Final Four – Sermon – Some Modern Beatitudes  
“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled. Blessed are the wrongly 
accused, the ones who never catch a break, the ones for whom life is hard – for they are those with whom Jesus 
chose to surround himself. Blessed are those without documentation. Blessed are the ones without lobbyists. 
Blessed are foster kids and trophy kids and special ed kids and every other kid who just wants to feel safe and 
loved and never does. Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness. Blessed are they who know there 
has to be more than this. Because they are right. 
 
National Championship – Sermon – You Are Not Alone 
God becoming human was God’s message to us: you are not alone. You are not alone in your sin. You are not 
alone in your joy. You are not alone in your grief. You are not alone. God is giving us one to another. Like a 
puzzle. Individually, we have such snaggeled edges, such unique contours, but that shouldn’t keep us away from 
others, since those rough parts are meant to be fitted together with the other jagged-edged sinners of God’s 
redeeming. After all, the odd, jagged parts of ourselves are what connects us to each other and to God, even if we 
think the project of religion and spirituality is to sand down the edges of our rough, irregular selves and our stories 
so that we become nice, and smooth and holy and yet, I cant think of a better prescription for isolation. 

 



3 – Bruce Epperly 
 
Round of 32 – Tending to Holy 
We who hold the office of minister of word and sacrament, are give the responsibility to share the gospel so that 
congregants may experience the fullness of God in their lives, discover the life-transforming presence of Christ, 
discern the guidance of the Spirit, find comfort in times of uncertainty and pain, and commit themselves to 
becoming God’s companions in the quest for shalom in their local and global communities. Such an awesome 
task should both inspire and humble those of us who teach and preach.  
 
Sweet 16 - Tending to Holy 
I believe pastors are called to be both prophets, who challenge the spiritual and cultural status quo in their 
communities, and shepherds, who comfort and nurture their congregations. Pastors must learn to share our 
prophetic insights in ways that connect us with as well as challenge our congregations. Spiritually centered 
pastors can, and should, be prophetically self-differentiating as they share their theologically grounded visions of 
the congregations’ responsibility to promote social justice, while nurturing intimately caring relationships with 
people in their congregations who hold differing political and social viewpoints.  
 
Elite Eight - Tending to Holy 
The spirit of hospitality is being reclaimed as an essential Christian practice…In a hospitable world, reflecting a 
hospitable God, no people or places are God-forsaken and no people are beyond transformation and 
reconciliation. To believe and affirm the traditional doctrine of divine omnipresence means that God is surely 
present in every life, however hidden that presence may be, always seeking to nurture healthy relationships, 
personal well-being and ethical responsibility. Rather than dismissing, disregarding, or denying the insights of 
those with whom we pastors disagree theologically, politically, relationally, ethically, or liturgically, the prophetic 
spirit of hospitality challenges us to seek and appreciate God’s presence in the most unlikely people and places 
 
Final Four - Tending to Holy 
What would it be like for you to become a fully alive preacher whose sermon preparation and preaching arises 
from and contributes to your spiritual growth and ministerial vocation and to the shared collective inspiration of 
everyone in the congregation? While there are many paths to experiencing God in sermon preparation and 
delivery, I suggest the following practices for preachers: 1) listening for God’s inspiration, 2) listening to your 
life, 3) praying your study, 4) taking your sermon for a walk, 5) cultivating creativity, 6) praying with your 
congregation. 
 
National Championship - Tending to Holy 
If we regard our lives as a holy adventure in which God is present every step of the way, then we can begin to 
heighten our awareness of the holiness of our lives and the lives of others by remembering moments in which we 
have experienced God’s presence. I have found that the practices of creative spiritual autobiography, praying the 
moments and experiencing God in interruptions are particularly helpful ways to deepen moment-by-moment 
experiences of God’s presence in our personal and professional encounters. 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 
4 – Bishop Minerva Garza Carcano 
Round of 32 – A Call for Compassion for Children Arriving from Central America  
We all know that where a child is born shouldn't determine how long she lives, but it does. However, we 
must remember that under God, there is a universal citizenship -- a status that makes us all equal under 
His eyes and worthy of love, dignity and respect, regardless of what side of the man-made border you 
are from. All children have basic human rights, no matter what they look like or where they come from. 
From universal citizenship springs unconditional love that goes beyond skin color, language and race. 
Around the world families desire for their children to be safe, content and healthy and if they are not 
able to provide such privileges, the most desperate go as far as sending their children to distant shores. 
As communities of faith and philanthropy, we have a responsibility to step up during this time of 
massive suffering among innocent children. If we don't help the children in our society, the most 
defenseless among us, who will? 
  
Sweet 16 – Praying for Healing – A Faith Leader’s Response to Anti-Immigrant Legislation  
As members of the faith community, we are called to love our neighbor -- all of our neighbors. 
Generations of immigrants have made this country great with their ideas, hard work, resilience and 
traditions. We must resist the inclination to allow grief and despair to turn us against one another, or to 
blame an entire community for the actions of one individual. It is unjust to take an isolated, tragic 
incident committed by one individual and implicate millions of our undocumented community members. 
  
Elite Eight – Praying for Healing - A Faith Leader’s Response to Anti-Immigrant Legislation  
The concept of sanctuary is one that honors sacred space and provides refuge for individuals in need of 
safety. In the 1980s, many religious congregations in the United States were pivotal in the sanctuary 
movement, providing safe haven to tens of thousands of political refugees from Central America in 
order to prevent the U.S. government from deporting them back to death squads. Recently, in the face of 
record-breaking deportation numbers, congregations have answered the call to offer sanctuary and stand 
with immigrants facing deportation orders and family separation. To infer that this isolated tragedy is 
related to or caused by the values of the ancient tradition of sanctuary is to ignore the most foundational 
ideas behind the sanctuary movement -- to stand in the gap with those forgotten, marginalized and in 
need of solidarity. 
 
Final Four – A Call To Compassion 
The status of these children poses a humanitarian dilemma. As children await a possible future of 
deportation, violence and possibly death, it is time for us to cast aside partisan differences and seek 
solutions to ensure their long-term health and safety. We can choose to use this moment to find the best 
in ourselves and have compassion for these children. If people from every faith and every community 
work together, we can live up to our shared values and take care of the most vulnerable among us. As 
we met these children, we learned that they are children of prayer, prayers that sustain them and give 
them hope. 
 
National Championship -  
Bishop Carcaño was arrested with others at the White House on President's Day to protest the lack of 
leadership President Obama has shown in fixing the broken immigration system. 

 



 
 

5 – William Willimon 
 
Round of 32 – United Methodist Beliefs 
‘Follow me!’ Jesus did not say, “Believe the following six things about me, or follow these ten truths.” In the 
gospels, Jesus calls people to a journey with him, not a seminar about him. He was a prophet preaching, always 
on the move, constantly drawing people into his journey; he was itinerant, truth in motion; not a professor 
lecturing a classroom of passive, static spectators. Even when Jesus rarely mentions belief, he isn’t talking about a 
head-trip, a set of cool intellectual propositions. He is talking about an engaging, costly relationship. “Believe in 
me,” he says. Not “believe these assertions about me,” but rather give in, be engaged, walk with me. 
 
Sweet 16 – United Methodist Beliefs 
We are on a journey. We believe some things about Jesus, but we don’t understand everything. Through study of 
the scriptures and conversation, we are questioned in our commitments. Not to leave us to our own devices, Jesus 
comes and walks with us, reveals himself, speaks and gives us what we need to believe. Our lives are changed as 
we walk with him. We journey not alone. He is undeniably present to us, though still not completely grasped by 
us; he is on the move and never confined by us. And we run back home shouting, “We have seen the Lord.”  
 
Elite Eight – The Collected Sermons of William Willimon 
They asked Jesus about life’s fairness, but he wouldn’t answer. He forced them to examine their own relationship 
with God. We don’t want God, we want answeres. And God’s answers had better not be too confusing or 
frightening, or we’ll look for answers elsewhere. We can find a God who demands less than repentance…So on 
Sunday we come to the Lord’s Table, and you are given, not answers, but bread and wine which are, for us, 
nothing less than His broken body and spilled blood. This is the way God responds to our questions – not with 
answers which flatter us, or make the world simpler than it really is, but with his life given for us, that we might 
more fully give our lives to him. 
 
Final Four  - The Collected Sermons of William Willimon 
The church isn’t about me and it’s not about you. It’s the wisdom and power of God. It’s about the gospel…I’m 
not the greatest preacher in the world and you’re not the greatest church in the world, but that’s OK because the 
greatest God in the world is surprising the world with God’s ability to create something out of nothing, right here 
in this congregation.  
 
National Championship – Churches Need to Take Care of Business – Huffington Post 
Churches decline because they neglect the intellectual purposes of the Christian faith. Churches are in the 
business of meaning-making and meaning-bestowing. As Jack Carroll put it in his church book, As One with 
Authority, congregations help people “reflect on and interpret their lives in light of God’s purpose in Jesus 
Christ.” That’s the one thing churches do that’s not done by any other institution. 
 As a church member one shared, “Why bother with all the church baggage when there’s nothing said that 
fundamentally challenges who I am and where I’m headed?” And as a friend shared, If a church doesn’t make the 
outrageous assertion that God is a Jew from Nazareth who rose from the dead and makes our lives much more 
difficult and demanding, it’s intellectually uninteresting.” At its best the church helps us think under the guise of 
eternity, looking through the lens of God. That’s the most useful thing we can do for this society 

 

 



 
6 – Barbara Brown Taylor 
 
Round of 32 – Leaving Church 
If churches saw their mission in the same way, there is no telling what might happen. What if people 
were invited to come tell what they already know of God instead of to learn what they are supposed to 
believe? What if they were blessed for what they are doing in the world instead of chastened for not 
doing more at church? What if church felt more like a way station than a destination? What if the 
church’s job were to move people out the door instead of trying to keep them in, by convincing them 
that God needed them more in the world than in the church?  
 
Sweet 16 – Leaving Church 
What I noticed at Grace-Calvary is the same thing I notice whenever people aim to solve their conflicts 
with one another by turning to the bible: defending the dried ink marks on the page becomes more vital 
than defending their neighbor. As a general rule, I would say that human beings never behave more 
badly toward one another than when they believe they are protecting God. In the words of Arun Gandhi, 
grandson of Mohandas, 'People of the Book risk putting the book above people.’  
 
Elite Eight – Altar in the World 
To make bread or love, to dig in the earth, to feed an animal or cook for a stranger—these activities 
require no extensive commentary, no lucid theology. All they require is someone willing to bend, reach, 
chop, stir. Most of these tasks are so full of pleasure that there is no need to complicate things by calling 
them holy. And yet these are the same activities that change lives, sometimes all at once and sometimes 
more slowly, the way dripping water changes stone. In a world where faith is often construed as a way 
of thinking, bodily practices remind the willing that faith is a way of life.  
 
Final Four – Leaving Church 
If I had to name my disability, I would call it an unwillingness to fall. On the one hand, this is perfectly 
normal. I do not know anyone who likes to fall. But, on the other hand, this reluctance signals mistrust 
of the central truth of the Christian gospel: life springs from death, not only at the last but also in the 
many little deaths along the way. When everything you count on for protection has failed, the Divine 
Presence does not fail. The hands are still there – not promising to rescue, not promising to intervene – 
promising only to hold you no matter how far you fall. Ironically, those who try hardest not to fall learn 
this later than those who topple more easily. The ones who find their lives are the losers, while the 
winners come in last. 
 
National Championship – Learning to Walk in the Dark 
“Even when light fades and darkness falls--as it does every single day, in every single life--God does not 
turn the world over to some other deity...Here is the testimony of faith; darkness is not dark to God; the 
night is as bright as the day.”  

 

 



7 – Henri Nouwen  
 
Round of 32 – Out of Solitude 
When we honestly ask ourselves which person in our lives mean the most to us, we often find that it is 
those who, instead of giving advice, solutions, or cures, have chosen rather to share our pain and touch 
our wounds with a warm and tender hand. The friend who can be silent with us in a moment of despair 
or confusion, who can stay with us in an hour of grief and bereavement, who can tolerate not knowing, 
not curing, not healing and face with us the reality of our powerlessness, that is a friend who cares.  
 
Sweet 16 
Compassion asks us to go where it hurts, to enter into the places of pain, to share in brokenness, fear, 
confusion, and anguish. Compassion challenges us to cry out with those in misery, to mourn with those 
who are lonely, to weep with those in tears. Compassion requires us to be weak with the weak, 
vulnerable with the vulnerable, and powerless with the powerless. Compassion means full immersion in 
the condition of being human.  
 
Elite Eight – The Only Necessary Thing 
Dear God, I am so afraid to open my clenched fists! Who will I be when I have nothing left to hold on 
to? Who will I be when I stand before you with empty hands? Please help me to gradually open my 
hands and to discover that I am not what I own, but what you want to give me.  
 
Final Four – Making All Things New 
Solitude begins with a time and a place for God, and God alone. If we really believe not only that God 
exists but also that God is actively present in our lives-- healing, teaching and guiding-- we need to set 
aside a time and space to give God our undivided attention. (Matt 6:6)  
 
National Championship – Quotes from The Wounded Healer 
Christian leadership is a dead-end street when nothing new is expected, when everything sounds familiar 
and when ministry has regressed to the level of routine.   
 
Jesus was a revolutionary, who did not become an extremist, since he did not offer an ideology, but 
Himself.  
 
Every Christian is constantly invited to overcome his neighbor’s fear by entering into it with him, and to 
find in the fellowship of suffering the way to freedom. 
 
 

 

 



8 – Rueben P. Job 
 
Round of 32 – Three Simple Rules – A Wesleyan Way of Living 
Spiritual disciplines teach us to live our lives in harmony with something larger than ourselves and larger than 
that which the world values as ultimate. Living in the presence of and in harmony with the living God who is 
made known in Jesus Christ and companions us in the Holy Spirit is to live life from the inside out. It is to find 
our moral direction, our wisdom, our courage, our strength to live faithfully from the One who authored us, called 
us, sustains us, and sends us in the world as witnesses who daily practice the way of living with Jesus. Spiritual 
disciplines keep us in that healing, redeeming presence and power of God that forms and transforms each of us 
more and more into the image of the One we seek to follow.  
 
Sweet 16 – Three Simple Rules – A Wesleyan Way of Living 
Prayer is at the center of a transformed life. The Wesleyan way of living (holiness of heart and life) is 
inconceivable and impossible without a regular and disciplined practice of prayer. Such a disciplined life of 
prayer will be as diverse and as distinct as our fingerprint. For some it will mean the formal language of prayer, 
for others the quiet listening in God’s presence; but for all it will be a turning Godward in response to God’s 
invitation to a relationship that is eternal and immediate at the same time.  
 
Elite Eight – When You Pray 
Living a transformed life does not happen by gritting our teeth and trying harder. It happens as we offer ourselves 
ever more fully to the One who knows us completely and loves us beyond our ability to comprehend. Of course, 
we are called to live a disciplined and faithful life, but not on our own. It is God who leads us, strengthens us, and 
sustains us in a life of faithfulness. And it is God who does the transforming work as we open ourselves more and 
more to the Spirit’s presence, guidance, and grace. Paul’s confession in 2 Corinthians 3:18 says it well: “And all 
of us, with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord, as though reflected in a mirror, are being transformed into 
the same image from one degree of glory to another; for this comes form the Lord, the Spirit.” When we spend 
our days and nights in God’s presence, we too will reflect that divine image more and more. This is God’s 
transforming work in progress in ordinary lives and ordinary times. May it always be the story of our lives. 

Final Four – When You Pray 
Jesus got into a lot of trouble in his brief ministry and it was always for all the right reasons. His message was 
radical and dangerous to the ears of religious and political leaders. However, this same message was wonderful, 
redeeming truth to the average, the poor, and the oppressed persons of his time.  

National Championship – When You Pray 
Jesus describes himself as “the good shepherd” who knows and understands the ways of every sheep and will .ay 
down his life for their well-being. For me it is a strong image of God’s knowledge of each of us and of God’s love 
and care for each of us. The gospel readings from John chapter 10 and Psalm 23 continue to be a great source of 
comfort, security, and hope for me as I learn to trust and follow the Good Shepherd. Where do you find your 
comfort, security, and hope today? 

 

 
	


