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Some of you are aware, many perhaps not, that this week we celebrate the 400th anniversary of 

the arrival of the Mayflower in Cape Cod.  With the Pilgrims being our religious ancestors in the 

Congregational tradition, we had some thoughts, early on, that we might spend some of this fall 

focused in on that anniversary.  I had particularly set my focus on the two-month journey from 

September to November in which they were aboard the ship and crossing the Atlantic.  Then, of 

course, along came pandemics, elections, and cultural realities that shifted our attention and 

energies elsewhere – so, it never came to fruition.  I do, however, want to take a few minutes, 

today, to look back at those who set the roots for the way of being Church that we embrace 

today.   

 

It all started in the late sixteenth century, when a small group of people began worshipping in 

their homes in England – often in hiding – because they did not feel they could truly follow the 

faith to which God was leading them in the existing patterns and ways of the Church of England.  

In time, as the threat of persecution increased, they left their homes in 1608 to head Holland 

where they’d spend the next 12 years.  After a short and difficult stretch in Amsterdam, they 

settled in Leyden, but their situation never really improved.  Leyden was overpopulated, and 

undersupplied.  Jobs for Englishmen were few and far between.  Poverty, disease, and struggle 

had become the way of life for their people.  And, after those 12 years, the Pilgrims had aged.  

They were able to get by, but the continued loss of their elderly members, and the growing 

number of those too old to fulfill their responsibilities in the coming years would soon leave 

them unable to survive as a community.  Morale was low, spirits were destroyed, and in all of 

their minds remained that desire to establish a new beginning for the future of their people. 

 

Thus, in July of 1620, they set their sights fully on that dream of a new beginning as they made 

their way back to England to prepare for the trans-Atlantic journey.  In August, they boarded two 

ships to head west – the Mayflower and the Speedwell – only to turn back after learning that the 

Speedwell wasn’t sufficiently sea-worthy for the journey.  Finally, on September 6, 1620, they 

cram as many people, and as much gear, as they feasibly could onto the single ship, and they 

leave behind the people and the places they’ve known to journey towards a new land in which 

they could pursue a better life for their community. 
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Two months later, on November 11, they reached the east coast.  It would be another month 

before they settled on Plymouth as their new home, and months of an atrocious and deadly 

winter before they would finally move into their new plantation.   

 

In all, it’s a story of commitment and faith in the face of adversity that is worth a lot more 

attention than these few minutes today.  What really drew my attention coming into this 

morning, however, was the document they signed when they first arrived in the new world on 

November 11, 1620 – the Mayflower Compact.  Now, I don’t want to get into a history lesson on 

the Mayflower Compact here, but I really want to set your sights on a particular phrase of that 

compact that I think is worthy of our attention.  

 

Before setting foot on land – before even their first endeavor to figure out what their new life 

would look like – the people signed the Mayflower Compact as the guiding principal under 

which their community would function.  Among other things, that compact said, 

Having undertaken, for the glories of God, and advancements of the Christian faith and 

honour of our king & country, a voyage to plant the first colonie in the Northern parts of 

Virginia, [they were, of course, well north of where they first intended to land], doe by these 

presents solemnly & mutualy in the presence of God, and one of another; covenant & 

combine our selves togeather into a civill body politick; for our better ordering, & 

preservation & furtherance of the ends aforesaid; and by vertue hearof to enacte, constitute, 

and frame such just & equall lawes, ordinances, Acts, constitutions, & offices, from time to 

time, as shall be thought most meete & convenient for the generall good of the colonie: unto 

which we promise all due submission and obedience. 

 

“To enacte, constitute, and frame such just & equall lawes, ordinances, Acts, constitutions, & 

offices, from time to time, as shall be thought most meete & convenient for the generall good of 

the colonie: unto which we promise all due submission and obedience.”  It’s that line I really 

want us to take from that document – from the very story of the Pilgrim journey as a whole – as 

we reflect on this story today.  And this is why… 

 

I will the first to admit, and Sharon would certainly affirm, that I bordered a bit, this past week, 

on an unhealthy compulsion to stay connected to the news.  I tend to be someone who tunes in 

pretty closely on these major elections as it is, and the manner in which this week’s events 

unfolded have drawn me that much more into the depths of it all.  I’ve particularly appreciated 

some of the evening and weekend commitments I’ve had here at the church, this week, that have 

at times forced me to pull away from some of that.  But, I will also say that there were more than 

a few hours that I should have been sleeping – and wasn’t. 

 

Nonetheless, with that in mind, I was driving into the church earlier this week – it was Monday, 

so it was the day before the election – and I was listening to the news on the radio as the pundits 

were bantering back and forth about the election, the candidates and positions involved, the 

divisiveness of it all, and so forth.  It was in the midst of that conversation, however, that one of 

the commentators spoke up and said (and this isn’t verbatim, but it’s close), ‘People need to stop 

worrying about all of that extra stuff– and they simply need to vote based on what is in their own 

best interest!’ 
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I nearly had to pull over.  That comment ripped at my heart like nails on a chalkboard.  I’m not 

sure, frankly speaking, that there is anything that speaks more directly to the challenges we face 

as a society than that comment – than the fundamental decision of what paradigm, what lens, we 

use to make the decisions that govern our lives.  There is little that could be more damaging for 

our society – and little more contrary to the faith on which we stand – than to have 150 million 

people approaching an election through the lens of what is best for me! 

 

Let me share those words of the Mayflower Compact again.  “To enacte, constitute, and frame 

such just & equall lawes, ordinances, Acts, constitutions, & offices, from time to time, as shall 

be thought most meete & convenient for the generall good of the colonie: unto which we 

promise all due submission and obedience.”  Now, I’m not trying to lift up the Pilgrim settlers as 

perfect exemplars of Christian faithulness.  They were imperfect too.  But…  

• They were willing to worship in secret, despite the risks they faced in doing so, because 

they knew that that was the way they could follow the will of God in their lives. 

• They were willing to endure 12 years of extraordinary hardship in Holland because they 

knew that that was what it would take to try to establish a better life for their people. 

• They were willing to set sail across the sea – to risk their very lives – because they knew 

that the future for community would be bettered by such a journey. 

• And the first thing they did, before they even set foot on land, was sign an agreement that 

stated, above all, that decisions would be made in light of that which is best for the 

colony – for the people – for the community as a whole! 

 

Now, where all this was coming together for me, approaching our services today, was knowing 

that we would be welcoming three wonderful individuals into the covenant fellowship of our 

church.  So, quickly, I want to look back at that covenant that we share as a community of faith. 

We confess our love for God, for Jesus Christ, and for our fellow men and women.  We 

covenant with God and with the Church to live in the fellowship of the Gospel, to walk in the 

ways of the Lord — known and to be made known to us — to share in the worship and work 

of the Church, to cooperate with it in all good enterprises and to promote its service, its 

maintenance, its purity and its peace.  

 

Do you notice what’s missing here?  We promise to walk in the ways of God.  We commit to 

share in the work and worship of the church.  We pledge to cooperate in the service, 

maintenance, purity and peace of this body.  We make a number of commitments in that 

covenant, but do you notice that there is nothing in there – anywhere in any way – about me, or 

about you?  Do you notice that the entirety of that covenant is a pledge we make together, about 

how we will work towards the purposes of God?  

 

“Love your neighbor as yourself,” Jesus says.  In Philippians we are charged to, “Do nothing 

from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as better than yourselves.”  I could 

spend a lot of time on the theology and Biblical analysis here – but the truth is that I chose these 

two passages among dozens upon dozens that so readily send the same message. 

• We gather together, this morning, grounded in the selfless and faith-filled acts of those 

Pilgrims who were willing to endure their hardships in order to plant seeds for that which 

we know today.   
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• We gather, this morning, rooted in that fundamental conviction of the Mayflower 

Compact that community thrives when the choices of those in the community are based 

on the best interest of that community.   

• We gather, this morning, covenanting together as a community of faith with a 

commitment that in no way separates the ‘me’ from the ‘we.’   

• We gather, this morning, in a faith that states with unabashed clarity that we should do 

nothing from selfish ambition or conceit and that we should regard others as better than 

ourselves.   

• And still, we gather in a cultural context in which people don’t even blink when someone 

suggests that our sole filter in pursuing our choices should be the question of what’s in it 

for me! 

 

I know we’ve spent a lot of time talking about all of the divisiveness and rhetoric that has 

surrounded these past weeks, but I had to loop back around to it, this morning, because there is 

nothing that ate at my soul as did that simple comment.  ‘People need to vote based on what is in 

their own best interest!’  The best moments of our history are grounded in those who refused to 

think like that.  Our faith calls for, demands, more than that.  If we really want to see a change in 

our community and in the world around us – we need to be better than that! 


