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ForEword

The Brick Presbyterian Church is blessed with a caring community, deep talent 
and resources, and a rewarding commitment to helping others. But our greatest 
blessing may be the spiritual guidance we receive from our pastors. Beyond their 
gifts of leadership and ministry, our pastors are extraordinary writers, storytellers 
and preachers. Their messages guide and inspire us in truly memorable services of 
worship. 

The Brick Church has a long history of providing thoughtful liturgical worship to 
all who seek it. dean Thompson, President of the Louisville Theological Seminary, 
called Brick a “profoundly listening” congregation that has in its Senior Pastor, 
Michael Lindvall, “one of the truly great American speakers at the pulpit.”

Like Michael Lindvall, Pastors King and Lang also love to tell stories. Also like 
Pastor Lindvall, they do it artfully, with intelligence, clarity, often with humor. 
Together, their words help illumine the way for us in a city that can sometimes 
obscure what really matters. For many of us, what our ministers say on Sunday 
resonates far beyond the close of service. 

Indeed, that is the hope for every sermon. That’s why – in addition to making 
them available on our website – we decided to assemble a select few to share 
with members, visitors, and others looking for inspiration. we hope they are as 
meaningful to you as they were to us when we first heard them on Sunday. 

Happy reading. See you in church!

Kerri devine 
Member, Communications Committee

September, 2007
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reverend Michael L. Lindvall has been Pastor of The Brick 
Presbyterian Church since 2002. A graduate of the University 
of wisconsin-oshkosh and Princeton Theological Seminary, 
he grew up in small-town Minnesota and the Upper Peninsula 
of Michigan. He previously served as pastor to congregations 
in Ann Arbor, Michigan and northport, Long Island.

reverend Lindvall also writes essays, book reviews and fiction. 
His works include two novels, The Good News from North Haven 
and Leaving North Haven, and two books of accessible theology, 
What Did Jesus Do? A Crash Course on the Life of Jesus and  
A Geography of God. He and his wife Terri have three children.

Douglas King
reverend douglas T. King is the Senior Associate Pastor for 
Mission outreach and Pastoral Care. He joined The Brick 
Church staff in 2005. doug grew up on the north Shore of 
Long Island. After graduating from Stony Brook University, he 
spent a year in mission work with political refugees from Central 
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while serving as an Associate Pastor of westminster 
Presbyterian Church in Buffalo, new York, he met Marta 
rummenie, a member of the church staff who worked with 
children and youth. They were married in the spring of 2001 
with over five hundred church members in attendance. doug is 
an enthusiastic cook. 
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reverend Christiane M. Lang has been Associate Pastor of 
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pastoral duties, Christy is responsible for education programs 
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washington State and graduated from whitworth College. 

Before and during her time at seminary, Christy served 
congregations and agencies in roles ranging from youth director 
to assistant chaplain to volunteer coordinator. She also edited 
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volunteered at nassau Presbyterian Church, and played intramural 
Frisbee. She is an avid reader, writer and outdoorswoman.
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Fond MEMorIES, FondEr HoPES

“Memories of past blessings give us hope for troubled times.” 
ii kings 2:1-12; Mark 9:2-9 

DelivereD february 26, 2006, transfiguration sunDay  
by reverenD Michael linDvall 

I remember with fond clarity the day I bought my first car. I was a college sophomore 
living off campus, and I needed wheels. I remember the 20-mile drive down to Fond 
du Lac, wisconsin to comb the used car lots south of town. I remember the Pontiac 
dealership and the patient salesman who showed me eight-year-old Chevrolet Bel-
Airs and Ford Fairlanes that failed to win my heart. I had told the salesman I had 
$600 to spend. “do you have something more, well, sporty,” I asked, reluctant to 
spend every penny I had on a beige Bel-Air. 

“well, as matter of fact,” he said, “the owner’s son has a sports car he might be 
interested in selling.” He led me around to the back lot where the employees parked, 
and there she was. I can still see her: a 1956 Alfa romeo Giulietta Sprint, baby-
blue, two-seater roadster. My heart pounded; my knees grew weak. “How much?” I 
squeaked. He went in to check, while I sat behind the wheel. “Six-hundred dollars,” 
he said when he came back. what a providential coincidence! “no, nobody knows 
how many miles it has on it,” he added, “the odometer had been broken when the 
owner’s son got the car.”

“Alfie,” as she came to be known, was an absolutely awful, wonderful car. within 
days I discovered that the synchromesh in the transmission didn’t work. I learned 
to double-clutch. I discovered that the frame was rusted and the seats were ready to 
fall through the body pan to the street. I found a welder to repair it. I tracked down 
the only mechanic in East Central wisconsin who would work on Alfa romeos. His 
name was ray and he owned a Shell station. we became very well-acquainted. It 
turned out that Alfie had a Lucas electrical system that would generally not permit 
her to start at temperatures much below freezing. ray said: “She’s built for Italy, not 
wisconsin.”

My point in telling you this is not because you much care about the minister’s 
first car. The point is the memory of it – how sharp and happy it is 35 later. How 
happily I remember that dreadful, glorious car. I drove it for two years, actually for 
two summers; it rested in the garage in the winter. Every car I have owned since 
was more dependable, but I don’t remember any of them quite like I remember 
Alfie. I remember her well enough that I’ve never owned another Alfa romeo, but I 
remember her so happily that I’ve never been able to quite cure myself of a penchant 
for odd-ball European automobiles. 
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The gospel passage we just heard from Mark on this last Sunday before Lent tells 
the story of a memory, an infinitely more glorious memory. That mystery we name 
“Transfiguration” rises as one sweet memory above the painful ones that come just 
before and just after it. 

Just before, in the previous chapter, Jesus had asked his disciples one of those “fork in 
the road” questions. “who do people say that I am?” They answer that some think 
he is John the Baptist. others think that he is Elijah, the old Testament prophet 
whose dramatic exit we heard about in the first Bible passage that Charlie read. There 
was a venerable Jewish tradition that this Elijah would return one day and usher in 
a new realm of peace and justice. But then Jesus sharpens the question, “But who 
do you say that I am?” Peter answers point-blank and boldly, “You are the Messiah.” 
This was a major confession. Peter was affirming that Jesus of nazareth was in fact 
the Anointed one, the long-awaited one through whom God would do a new 
thing. none of this was in today’s reading, but you need this background to see that 
the spectacular memory of today is bracketed on each side – before and after – by 
memories of another kind.

After Peter confesses that he believes Jesus to be the Anointed one, Jesus breaks 
some sickening news to the disciples. He reminds them because of this very identity 
that Peter has named, he will of necessity suffer rejection and death. And then in 
the verses that come right before today’s story of the Transfiguration, Jesus tells his 
disciples what it’s going to cost them to be his followers. 

Above all of this foreshadowing of dark things, above all the dark things that will 
soon follow, today’s mountain story rises above a brooding plain. Jesus takes Peter, 
John and James up to a lonely mountain to pray. There, in the depth of prayer, 
something I for one do not pretend to understand happens. Jesus’ glory shines 
through in some inscrutable way. The Greek word that describes this mystery is 
“metemorphothe” – the verb form of “metamorphosis.” And just as suddenly, they see 
another vision: Jesus is flanked by the symbolic old Testament figures of Moses and 
Elijah, standing, respectively, for the Law and the Prophets, in other words, standing 
for Tradition with a capital “T.” 

For Peter, this experience, however you imagine it, is a wonderful “upper” coming 
just after the “downers” of the last day and just before the sorrow that awaits. It’s a 
glory moment and Peter, caught up in a spiritual high, says the oddest thing. Peter 
says, in effect, “Let’s just stay up on this nice mountain. Let’s make us three little 
worship centers, one for Jesus, and one for Moses and one for Elijah, and we’ll 
just stay here.” Peter wants to make the memory last. He wants to hang on to the 
moment by building a “Jesus, Moses and Elijah Museum,” so that they can all stay up 
on the mountain and be happy forever after. Peter has been told what’s coming and 
he would just as soon not face that future of betrayal and dashed hopes and suffering 
and crucifixion that Jesus had talked about just before they went up that mountain. 
Indeed, two chapters later they are on the road to Jerusalem and all that waits there.
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But it’s hardly fair to make Peter a foil. His reaction is so natural. There are after all 
two things – at least two things – that you and I are wont to do with fond memories, 
those glory moments in life.

one choice is Peter’s first reaction. Let’s just retreat into memory. Let’s live there. Let’s 
emotionally decamp to the past. It really is alluring to hunker down with the sweet 
memory and just settle in. when the future veritably swarms with unknowns, how 
secure it is just to hide away in history.

The other choice is to take those fond memories, those glory moments, and find in 
them nourishment for fonder hopes and an even more glorious future. Memory can 
be an escape, or memory can light the way when the present is unclear and the future 
is dark. 

Jesus refuses Peter’s request to stay on the mountain. A sentence later they are on the 
path back down into the real world. But Peter’s memory of that mountaintop was 
something he would carry with him through the week of confusion and betrayal and 
shattered dreams and innocent death in Jerusalem. And I would guess that it gave 
him hope in that valley of the shadow.

Fred Buechner once preached a sermon in which he told about a dream he had, 
a sweet dream about staying in an absolutely beautiful room in a hotel, a room in 
which he felt at peace and happy, a room in which everything seemed to be as it 
should. Then he left the hotel and went traveling. After many adventures and many 
difficulties, he returned to the hotel. This time he was given a different room in 
which he didn’t feel comfortable at all. He went to the hotel clerk and told him about 
the wonderful room, but that he had forgotten where it was and did not know how 
to ask for it. The clerk understood, and said that he could have the room again, only 
he would have to ask for it by name. Then Buechner the dreamer asks the clerk what 
the name of the room was. The clerk says he would to happy to tell him. “The name 
of the room, the clerk said, was remember...”

I am going to do something I have never done in a sermon before. In a moment, 
I am going to be quiet for a change, and let you settle your memory on some very 
personal sweet memory in your past. 

Maybe it will be one of these precious intersections in family life when nobody was 
mad or pouting, and the love was so palpable, right there, shinning through. Perhaps 
the moment of some personal achievement, that time something you were struggling 
to do is finally realized or recognized. or maybe a vacation moment, a beach, a 
mountain, a dinner. Maybe some random moment of bliss that found you for no 
obvious reason. whatever, right now, remember, just remember for a moment.

now, remember the choice that lay before Peter and always lies before you and me. 
You can retreat to fond memory or you can build hope on the rock of memory. Again 
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and again in life, it is the memory of good things that assures us in times of doubt or 
despair that the good is a possibility.

when a job has become daily drudgery, remember. remember the times when 
work did bring satisfaction, and in such memory find hope that work can have 
purpose again. 

when life at home in a busy household is a cacophony of competing agendas, 
kids going in every direction, and too-busy schedules, remember that time when 
laughter echoed around the dinner table, remember that best of all family vacations. 

Alive in these memories is the hope that this present passage is not all there is to life 
together. 

when marriage seems to have fallen into a too-stale routine, remember, remember 
the moments when your love for each other transfigured life, and in that memory 
find hope that such fullness is possible. 

when meaning seems to have slipped out of life itself, remember when your days 
were animated with intentionality, and know that because it once was, it can be so 
again.

when injustice seems to reign in this world, remember a time when justice 
triumphed, and know that justice is possible.

when the possibility of peace seems to be in flight before rage and ancient hatred, 
remember that the world has known times when peace reigned supreme, for a time 
at least. 

when your faith is dry as bones and nothing, not even God, seems clear or 
trustworthy, remember a time when faith shone though, and in the memory know 
that living faith, you know that faith can be lively again.

I remember that first car, that Alfa romeo Giulietta Sprint, most fondly. But no part 
of me wants go back. no part of me wants to fuss with a fifty-year-old Italian sports 
car for actual transportation. And no part of me really wants to be 19 again. And I 
definitely don’t want to go back to college. 

But… do remember: 

when your life passes through some pain or loss, remember some sweet day.

when the dark reality of the moment actually is betrayal and defeat, remember some 
bright day. when some cross looms before you, remember a courageous day.
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In the remembering of goodness, you will know that life really can be good. In the 
remembering of meaning, you can know that there is meaning. In the remembering 
of justice, you can know that justice is possible.

In the remembering of triumphant life in the past, you remember that with God the 
final word will indeed be life triumphant. In the name of the Father and of the Son 
and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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CoUnTErInTUITIVE SUCCESS

“What Jesus calls success and what the world calls success are not the same.” 
JaMes 3:13-18; Mark 9: 30-37 

DelivereD septeMber 24, 2006, twenty-fifth sunDay in orDinary tiMe  
by reverenD Michael linDvall

Most Christians reading the Gospel of Mark straight through for the first time 
have some predictably strong impressions. They find it rather short and very fast-
paced. They might be surprised that there’s no Christmas story at the beginning. It 
just starts with Jesus’ baptism. And the ending is just as sudden. They find that last 
chapter enigmatically precipitous. And in the 15 chapters in between, most readers 
are really surprised at how stunningly thick-headed Jesus’ disciples are. Frankly, in 
Mark, Jesus’ disciples just don’t get it. no matter how many times Jesus explains it, 
they just don’t get it.

In this passage, Jesus is leading his slow-on-the-uptake followers through Galilee 
and toward Jerusalem. He’s already told them what lies in wait for him when they 
get there. In the first verses of today’s passage he tells them again. “The Son of 
Man is to be betrayed into human hands and they will kill him…” There it is in 
plain Aramaic, but somehow they “did not understand what he was saying.” 

And then, later in the day, Jesus catches these same disciples quarrelling. He 
asks what they’re bickering about. They look at their sandals and say nothing. 
Incredibly, in the face of what he has just told them about what’s coming, namely 
his suffering and death, they are actually arguing about who gets to be number 
one disciple. well, it’s time to back up and say it again in a new way. It’s time for 
a children’s sermon. It’s time for an object lesson for slow learners. First, he simply 
says, “whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all…” And then 
to make it really plain, he takes a child in his arms and says, “whoever welcomes 
one such child in my name welcomes me…” 

To appreciate this moment, we have to disabuse ourselves of modern romantic 
notions about children. Antiquity was simply not a world of Gerber babies. 
Children were little more than property in Greco-roman society. They were the 
bottom rung on the ladder of who’s important and who’s not. In fact it may be 
that Jesus was making a pun in this scene. The Aramaic word for “child,” talya, is 
also the word for “servant, or “waiter.” So when he plops a child in front of them, 
it is the very “servant,” “child,” “waiter” he just mentioned. Interestingly enough, 
French makes a similar verbal association. Garcon is both a “little boy” and a 
“waiter.” Jesus had just told his disciples they were called to be servants, talya, 
waiters, garcon, and now he sets a little servant, a real live talya, an actual garcon 
right in front of them. 
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The point is sharp and clear. Following me, he is saying, is simply not about 
success as the world thinks of success. It’s not finally about rising to number one 
in the organization. It’s all about humility, it’s about service to others; it’s about 
embracing the weakest and most vulnerable.

They still don’t get it, of course. But, really, can you blame them? I mean, it’s 
totally counterintuitive. It was counterintuitive 2,000 years ago, and it’s still 
counterintuitive. It’s especially counterintuitive in Manhattan. Face, it, we live in 
a radically success-oriented world. Get the kids into the right school. Climb the 
ladder at work. Get into the right club. Get the 4.00 GPA. Get the big award. Get 
the perfect apartment. 

new Yorkers may not argue about who’s the greatest; they’re generally too well-
mannered. But we think about it, and we really work at it. And in light of this 
reality, you have to ask two questions. First, what’s so bad about success? 

And the second question. For Christians, how in the world does this fit together 
with the Jesus Christ who said “the first shall be last?” How do you reconcile the 
obvious merits of advancement and success with Jesus’ call to be last, to be talya, 
servants, waiters, garcon?

Here’s what I think. You and I are as “thick-headed” as those disciples in the 
Gospel of Mark. Just like them, we think that the ultimate goal in life – what it’s 
all about – is being number one. Like those dunderheaded disciples, we’re tempted 
to think it’s just that simple. Success will make us happy and will make us great 
human beings.

Here’s what I think. In the face of such naiveté, Jesus says, “whoa!” It’s oK to 
work hard. do your best. Get the job. Get in the kids into the school. Buy the 
apartment. But don’t ever deceive yourself into thinking that’s what it’s all about. It’s 
not guaranteed to make you happy, and it won’t make you a great human being. 

But this is a word that is hard to hear. Flannery o’Connor once said of Christian 
writers like herself, “To the hard of hearing, they shout, and for the almost blind, 
they draw large and startling figures.” And that’s exactly what Jesus does to drive 
this hard-to-hear point home.

This word of gospel seems so counterintuitive because it simply has to jolt and 
startle us and shout at us in order to get through to us. It has to hit hard. 

This world says strive to be first. Jesus says the first shall be last.

The world says watch out for number one. Jesus says you’re not number one. 

The world says tit-for-tat. Jesus says do good to those who hate you. 
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The world says you’ve got to watch out for yourself. Jesus says if someone needs it, 
give him your coat. 

The world says charity begins at home. Jesus says give him your shirt, too.

The world says don’t be a fool. Jesus says, blessed are the merciful. 

The world says being rich means getting all the stuff you want. Jesus says if you 
want to be rich, give stuff away. 

At the peak of the late 90’s money boom, PBS broadcast a cleverly-titled special 
called, “Affluenza.” It was a documentary tracing the modern rise of consumerism 
and careerism. The most telling statistic offered in the course of the program was 
one that noted that the year in which the highest percentage of Americans said 
that they were “very happy.” That year was 1958. Ironically, counterintuitively, 1958 
was just before the explosion of money-making and money-spending washed over 
America in the last two generations. Ever since, the percentage of people who say 
they are “very happy” has actually been falling. 

A pastor named Howard remaly, who grew up poor in Pennsylvania, once wrote 
this about the prosperous suburban church he had come to serve many years later: 
“now I’m in a rich residential town... My congregation is of moderate income... 
But the poverty in this place is mostly a matter of the spirit. what does it mean to 
be rich if your high school son is into drugs? what does it mean to be a wealthy 
woman whose life is played out across a bridge table and racquet ball court? what 
does it mean for a man to own so much and work under such immense corporate 
pressure in order to keep it? why the big car and the empty feeling? why all the 
loneliness by the swimming pool?”

There is a scene in Tennessee william’s play, “Cat on a Hot Tin roof,” in which 
Big daddy and his son, Brick, are talking in the basement, surrounded by all 
the junk that Big daddy has worked so hard to purchase over the years. Brick is 
exploring questions of meaning far too sensitive for his father and anybody else in 
the family to understand. In the course of the conversation, he looks at all the stuff 
in the basement and asks a deeply theological question, “Big daddy, why’d you 
buy all this junk?” “Because I wanted to live,” he answers, “Because I wanted my 
life to amount to something.”

Someone stuck a Mother Teresa op-ed piece in my mail box a while back. The 
author, one Juanita westerby, wrote this: “Fifteen years ago... I was asked to 
provide broadcast commentary for a speech Mother Teresa was going to make in 
Fort wayne (Indiana). The Mother Teresa assignment was another way to share the 
knowledge of my faith while buffing up my resume. Broadcasting was my passion 
them. Even when I became pregnant with my first child, I expected my love for the 
field to take me far... I thought of how I might shoehorn the baby into my career. 
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It was hard in those days for a woman to be taken seriously in broadcasting. It was 
harder still for one who was seven months pregnant, as I was when Mother Teresa 
made her visit...

“It’s embarrassing to admit I cannot remember a word of her address. I was more 
concerned... that the broadcast went off without a hitch... She came backstage to 
the press area where I was the only broadcaster... Someone asked me if I wanted 
to meet her and began to steer her toward me. They introduced me to her as the 
commentator. I went to shake her hand but she clasped mine in both of hers. ‘This 
is a wonderful thing you are doing,’ she said. I looked around my... booth to the 
microphone and the headset... Before I could thank her, her hand came to rest 
on my pregnant belly. ‘This is a wonderful thing that you are doing...’ not every 
woman is called to be a mother. not every man is called to be a father. women are 
called to important and demanding professional careers. Mother Theresa’s jolting 
point, whether innocent or intended, was that the sacrifice implicit in pregnancy 
and motherhood is as great a thing as a big career in broadcast journalism. It didn’t 
have to be pregnancy. It could have been any of a hundred other acts that dare to 
make a sacrifice.”

Jesus is calling you and me to be really fine human beings. He wants us to be 
successes in the human-being race. But the hard-to-get gospel point is that to be 
first, really first, means growing into a human being who is willing to love and 
serve other human beings. 

real success means you gotta get down on the floor with a child… 

real success means taking the time to sit and listen to the hurt of a friend who has 
to pour it out to somebody…

real success may mean cutting your late afternoon business meeting short to get 
home in time to read “Curious George” to your 4-year-old for the thousandth 
time… 

real success may mean helping your seventh-grader with his report on the rivers of 
Europe when you really want to watch the news… 

real success may mean spending a Saturday morning stuffing bags at the Yorkville 
Pantry when you’d rather get an early start for the country… 

real success means that how much you give is even more important that how 
much you earn.

oh, I know it’s counterintuitive. That’s why those disciples in Mark didn’t get it. 
And it’s why you and I still find it hard to understand. But it’s the Gospel truth. 
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A few summers ago, I heard a friend of mine, an earthy Christian and a wonderful 
human being, say the greatest thing to his wife. I can still hear him saying it. 
never forget it. “Honey,” he said, “we’re rich…, and someday we may have 
money.” In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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dAnCInG wITH THE dIVInE

“We should allow all of who we are to celebrate the glory of God.” 
2 saMuel 6:1-5, 12b-19 

DelivereD July 16, 2006, fifteenth sunDay in orDinary tiMe  
by reverenD Douglas king

In this morning’s lesson from the second book of Samuel, we hear the story of 
King david dancing into Jerusalem with the ark of the covenant, the very dwelling 
place of God. david has just soundly defeated the Philistines and he is preparing 
to claim Jerusalem as the new capital of the nation of Israel. He is seeking to 
solidify the often disparate tribes of Israel who had a history of dividing along 
northern and southern lines. 

As is often the case with King david, his political instincts are highly attuned with 
his choice of Jerusalem as the nation’s new capital city. Jerusalem, located on the 
neutral territory between north and south, pleases both factions of the nation. As 
well, its elevated position provides for natural strength as a fortress from invasion. 

david’s grand processional of the ark into the city was yet another wise political 
maneuver. He sought to imbue both the city and his monarchy with the presence 
and blessing of God. The combined political scheming of Karl rove and James 
Carville could not have created a more powerful photo op for the new leader. 

david, virtually hand in hand with the creator of the universe, creates a new nation 
and a new capital city. It has the feeling of a patriotic parade and a religious festival 
complete with music and marching. He even makes sure that the appropriate cultic 
rites are celebrated, sacrificing an ox and a fatling. 

But then we reach a point in this event where david loses sight of the political spin 
game. we reach a moment when david forgets that the reporters and photographers 
are watching. He allows himself to be caught up in the moment, and he begins to 
dance, and we are not talking about some stately waltz with a white tie and tails 
here. Scantily clad in a tiny linen loin cloth, david dances a wild jig, gyrating, 
sweating, and straining enough to put a Chippendale’s dancer to shame. 

His wife Michal, the daughter of Saul, the former king, stares on in disbelief. what 
is he doing? Has he lost his mind? In the midst of a fine political performance 
he slips into this dance of a wild man. This is not appropriate King activity. This 
does not evoke the image of a wise and powerful ruler. where did david’s political 
instincts go wrong? 

what happened to david is that he got too close to the presence of God. david 
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may have sought to bring the ark of the covenant to Jerusalem to ensure his political 
power, but when he was brought so close to the presence of God, david was 
transported well beyond his political machinations. He was swept up into the utter 
intoxicating joy of being in the midst of the divine. david may have been seeking to 
use God for his purposes but in the end, it could only be the other way around. 

david’s entire being was claimed by God and he could do no other than dance 
with all his might in this moment of celebration. This is why david is one of the 
most intriguing biblical characters of them all. Although he engages in more than 
his share of sinning, he is always receptive to being touched by God and he is never 
ashamed of the consequences. 

How else should we respond when we come in contact with God than to dance, to 
express our joy with every ounce of our body whether it be dignified or not. I fear 
that for most of us when we think about being in the presence of God or responding 
to the presence of God in our midst, we think of sitting in church praying, or 
speaking the liturgy. For some of us, we think about being in the presence of God 
sitting in a garden or walking quietly along the beach. Shouting, leaping, dancing, 
and arm flailing feel a bit more Pentecostal than most of us are prepared to be. 
Perhaps we really do not want to be that caught up in the presence of God. 

But I believe we have lost something by restricting the majority of our experiences 
and responses with God to sitting quietly. God does not merely claim our minds but 
our entire bodies as God’s own. we should allow all of who we are to celebrate the 
glory of God. 

when I attended Princeton Seminary, there were basically two different ways for the 
student body to unwind after a long week of study. There was a group who gathered 
together to sit and pray and study scripture and there was a group who spent their 
Friday nights out dancing. I was always with the dancing crowd. I could not imagine 
spending another minute sitting quietly. I needed to cut loose and celebrate. 

Unfortunately, we do not always experience worship as a time when we are swept 
up into the presence of God with exuberant energy. Perhaps the closest we come to 
these moments is when we sing hymns and when we listen to the choir perform. 
Music has the ability to touch us in places beyond our rational thoughts about God 
and carry us to a place of joy. But few of us have had such an experience with dance 
in worship. 

of course some of us have experienced liturgical dance. But the explicit 
choreography of it all seems far from david’s unbridled spontaneous passion. I have 
found that most efforts at liturgical dance in congregations run the risk of being 
a tad stilted. It reminds me of a story about a couple of my former colleagues in 
ministry. our Christian educator, Sandy, came across an article about a church that 
had started a liturgical dance group. Being in a playful mood that day and knowing 
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that liturgical dance was not one of our Senior Pastor Tom Stewart’s favorite things, 
she cut out the article and dropped it in his mailbox. She attached a note that 
read “Sounds great, doesn’t it? our women’s Studies group has decided to create a 
liturgical dance group of our own.” 

Sandy assumed that Tom got a small chuckle out of it and she quickly forgot the 
entire incident. Six months later on a staff retreat, Tom is writing the agenda up 
on the board and he adds liturgical dance to the list. Behind his back the rest of 
the staff looked at each other in disbelief. Tom Stewart and liturgical dance, what 
is going on? They waited with bated breath until they reached the liturgical dance 
agenda item. At this point Tom launches into this speech about how he has hired 
a professional liturgical dancer from new York to come to the church to help train 
our liturgical dance group. Sandy, having forgotten about her little note, inquires as 
to what liturgical dance group. For the past six months Tom had been agonizing and 
struggling with how to deal with this group of liturgical dancers. It would not be 
appropriate to halt their enthusiasm, and Tom believed that if something was going 
to occur in worship, it had better be done extremely well. He figured the only thing 
he could do was bring in a professional and make the best of it. I can imagine the 
sleepless nights he had over it all. 

As you can tell, I am not necessarily advocating the addition of liturgical dance in 
our worship services. But I do think we have a lot to gain from the image of david 
dancing with the ark. I have always been disappointed that there is no biblical 
reference to Jesus dancing. 

If I could sneak a story of my own into the gospels, it would be a tale of Jesus 
dancing. Perhaps a little Electric Slide action after he turns the water into wine at 
the wedding in Cana. It is such a powerful metaphor of giving our entire being both 
mind and body to the glory of God. 

Just as dance is about freedom of movement, our worship of God is about the 
freedom of recognizing that we are the blessed children of God. For in the end, it is 
not we who control the outcomes of the world but it is God who is in control. Just 
as david was overtaken by the freedom of this revelation in the presence of God, we 
too are called to break free from the constraints we create to hold ourselves down. 
In the presence of God we are called to step away from the personal agendas we 
create which distance us from the divine. In the presence of God we are called to 
foxtrot away from our fear and frustrations. we are called to be liberated from the 
expectations others place upon us. 

As we seek to recognize the presence of God we should not be afraid to let go of all 
that keeps us tied down to our pews and allow for moments in our lives when all of 
who we are leaps high in celebration of the Lord our God. And if we cannot find a 
way to do it ourselves, we may be like david, and God may just do it for us. Thanks 
be to God. Amen. 
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LoSInG JESUS

“Losing false images of Jesus helps us find Jesus Christ among us.” 
1 saMuel 2:18-20, 26; luke 2:41-52 

DelivereD DeceMber 31, 2006, first sunDay after christMas 
by reverenD christiane lang

I have a favorite coffee shop in the East Village that I sometimes visit. Inside the 
store a sign is posted that should strike fear into the heart of every distracted 
parent. It reads, “Unattended children will be given a free espresso and a puppy.” 
That’s pretty harsh punishment for the parents, because everybody loses track of 
their kids sometimes.

when my brother Greg was four years old, he decided he was old enough to set 
out on his own. He made this decision at a birthday party that my mother was 
helping to host, and the dozens of children milling around the scene disguised 
his disappearance for some minutes. My mother looked for him and did not find 
him. After a few worried questions to the other parents there, she formed a search 
party, and they all set out, looking for Greg Lang. They scoured the neighborhood, 
searching up and down the streets, in trees, in back yards, anywhere a four-year-
old boy might have gone. 

My mother was the one who found him. She was hurrying down the sidewalk four 
blocks from where she had set out. Then she saw a police cruiser. Hoping for some 
help, she ran up to the car and said, “Have you seen---? oh—him.” There Greg 
sat in the car, not at all worried and pretty enthusiastic about seeing the inside of 
a real police cruiser. The police officer told my mother that he had been driving 
down the street when he saw a a very little boy running alone along the curb, 
pumping his arms and looking very focused on wherever he was going. when the 
officer stopped to ask the boy what he was up to, little Greg explained that he was 
jogging. My mother gathered him up and brought him back home, explaining that 
while jogging was good for you, jogging without Mommy or daddy was probably 
not the best idea.

Everybody loses their kids sometimes. And today’s Biblical text should make 
anyone who does lose track for a minute – or maybe more than a minute, try 
five days – feel a little better about themselves. After all, even Mary and Joseph, 
chosen by God to raise the Messiah – they lost track once. Every year they went 
to the temple to celebrate the Passover. It was a long journey, and they probably 
let the young Jesus spend time with cousins and aunts and uncles and whoever 
else promised to look after him. The scene would not have been too different from 
a holiday trip to disneyland – people milling everywhere, lots of noise, lots of 
celebration, and more than a little chaos. 
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After their time in Jerusalem, they set out for home, assuming he was with friends 
or relatives. But after a full day’s journey, they realized he had not checked in. 
They began to search for him among their friends and relatives, and when he 
didn’t turn up, they turned around and hurried straight back to Jerusalem. By the 
time they retraced their steps, Jesus would have been missing for two days. Then 
they scoured the city for three more days. You can imagine the frantic searching 
in all the alleys and dreaded places where a young man might get himself into 
trouble. If you had a young teenage son and he went missing, where would you 
look for him? Anywhere, everywhere. where would you not look for him? School? 
Church? So they were surprised when they finally found him, sitting in the temple 
among the teachers, listening and asking questions, totally absorbed.

Mary cries out: “Child, why have you treated us like this? Your father and I have 
been searching for you—we’ve been so worried!” Jesus replies, “why were you 
searching for me? didn’t you know I had to be in my father’s house?” Mary and 
Joseph did not understand what he meant. They probably shook their heads and 
led him away, lecturing about not wandering without Mom or dad. 

In this story, the gospel writer Luke isn’t just filling in details of Jesus’ life between 
his birth and adulthood. Luke is trying to convey some important ideas here. First, 
we’re supposed to get that Jesus stood in the prophetic tradition of Israel. In the 
reading you heard earlier from the old Testament, in which the young prophet 
Samuel featured, you may have noticed that young Samuel is described exactly like 
Jesus is: he grows in wisdom and in stature and in favor with people and God. The 
similarity in the wording between the Samuel story and the much later story of 
Jesus is no coincidence. 

The gospel writer Luke modeled his telling of this story of the young Jesus on the 
story of the prophet Samuel. He did that so we can’t miss that Jesus is the prophet 
people were waiting for. Second, we’re supposed to get that Jesus was unique, a 
mystery even to his own parents. Mary and Joseph looked for Jesus among their 
family and friends, but he wasn’t there. They did not understand him, even though 
they lived with him their whole lives. And third, we’re supposed to hear the end of 
the story in the beginning. It’s not a coincidence that Jesus was missing for three 
days, lost to those who knew him, and then was found unexpectedly in the temple. 
Years later, he will be lost for three days in the tomb and then found, found most 
unexpectedly. So this whole story is supposed to point to the mysterious identity of 
Jesus. Mary and Joseph may have lost Jesus, but in this story, we begin to find him.

You’ve probably heard people talk about finding religion, or more specifically, 
finding Jesus. People who say that might talk about experiencing the presence 
of God in a way that overwhelms them; they might talk about finally hearing 
God’s word in a way that just clicked. They say they found answers, or peace, or 
salvation, or, simply, Jesus.
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well, I want to talk about losing Jesus. Because I think before you or I find Jesus, 
we may need to lose him. what I mean is this: most of us here have grown up with 
mental images of Jesus that can inhibit us. we may be so convinced we know who 
Jesus is that we can’t be surprised by him. we all have a Jesus or two we need to 
lose before we can find him.

I can think of three images of Jesus that we need to lose. The first Jesus we need to 
lose I call “Nice Guy Jesus.” This Jesus is pictured as a nice man who did some good 
things and inspired others to be nice and decent. He always smiled and carried 
lambs and coddled children and he dressed in flannel most of the time. He never 
got mad, and he never did anything that should have caused others to get mad at 
him. This Jesus came to make a nicer, friendlier version of his religion, Judaism, 
and Christians are supposed to follow in his footsteps, basically being nice and 
decent people. Lose that Jesus. He’s boring. And besides, he doesn’t change the 
world. He doesn’t change our lives. 

In Confirmation class, we always begin the year with a pop quiz about the Bible 
and the church, mostly to help the students see what they don’t yet know. I always 
include a question that asks, “According to the Gospels, Jesus did which of the 
following?” Then I include a very long list of possible answers, all of which are, 
in fact, right. The students often circle only half the answers. They simply can’t 
believe that Jesus tipped over tables in the temple, brandished a whip, or cursed a 
fig a tree that wouldn’t bear fruit. They can’t believe he let a woman pour perfume 
all over him, or that he spat on the ground and made mud to heal a man, that he 
told funny stories, that he got into arguments, that he cast out demons, or that 
he was baptized. The Jesus of the gospels is not boring. He’s not always nice. He’s 
complex and dynamic and unusual. He’s sometimes scandalous. But finding him 
means losing nice Guy Jesus.

The second Jesus I think we need to lose is the “Just-Like-Me Jesus.” This Jesus is 
always current. He’s not really historically situated. He’s not living in 1st Century 
Palestine; his interests and focus are not those of a people under roman rule. He’s 
not really all that Jewish. Instead, he’s a man who has questions just like mine, 
and he answers those questions just like I do. He basically agrees with me on 
everything that matters, and that’s why he’s so easy for me to get along with.

A few years ago, two different authors wrote about the person of Jesus in American 
culture and history. richard wightman Fox wrote a book called Jesus in America: 
Personal Savior, Cultural Hero, National Obsession. Around the same time, Stephen 
Prothero wrote American Jesus: How the Son of God became a National Icon. Both 
look at how Jesus has been interpreted by Americans over time. Both Fox and 
Prothero note that often, those who interpret Jesus end up picturing him mostly 
like themselves, in agreement with their causes and concerned with their concerns. 
The answers that their Jesus gives are the answers that those interpreters would 
themselves give to the questions they themselves pose. They peer into the well of 
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history, looking for the real Jesus, and cry, “Eureka!” They’ve found the real Jesus, 
and amazingly, he agrees with them exactly.

This kind of Jesus, the “Just-Like-Me Jesus” is, in my mind, worse than “nice-
Guy Jesus.” He’s worse because he justifies all the actions one could take in his 
name. And that means he will agree with anyone who wants to use him for their 
purposes. He might be Nice-Just-Like-Me Jesus, or he might be Ideologically 
Driven Just-Like-Me Jesus, or Violent-Just-Like-Me Jesus, or Racist-Just-Like-
Me Jesus. whoever he is, the Jesus who is just like me agrees with my opinions, 
sanctions my actions, and looks just like my friends and family who are just like 
me. 

Lose this Jesus. remember, Mary and Joseph searched and searched for Jesus 
among their family and friends, but they didn’t find him there. He wasn’t where 
they expected him to be, and he wasn’t just who they thought he would be, and he 
may have been born of Mary’s own flesh, but he wasn’t just like them.

The last Jesus I think we need to lose is the opposite of “Just-Like-Me Jesus.” He’s 
“Nothing-Like-Me Jesus.” He’s “Spiritual Jesus.” He’s the Jesus who floats around the 
world in a spiritual haze, his piercing eyes focused always on another world. He’s 
the Jesus who knows everything all the time and therefore doesn’t struggle like you 
and I do. He doesn’t get tired– not really – and he doesn’t feel hunger or pain or 
longing for companions or fear or irritation. In the end, he’s hardly human, just 
a remote God renting space in a human body. He teaches us about God in some 
vague way or comforts our spirits somehow, but he doesn’t feel what we feel or 
face what we face. This Spiritual Jesus was declared by the church early on to be 
a dangerous aberration. A Jesus who is all Spirit, who isn’t made-from-the-dust-
of-the-earth human, who is not anything like us – he can’t do anything for the 
condition in which we find ourselves. A Jesus who isn’t human is unapproachable, 
and he can’t understand you or me. we would know nothing about him, and we 
would be separated from him. The totally Spiritual Jesus is powerless, and in the 
end, also boring. Lose that Jesus, too. 

Lose nice-Guy Jesus. Lose Just-Like-Me Jesus. Lose the nothing-Like-Me, 
Spiritual Jesus. And when you lose them – who will you find? I can’t exactly 
tell you. I can’t tell you because I don’t know the exact form in which Jesus will 
become real and life-changing to you. 

But I can make two suggestions. when Luke tells his story of the losing and 
finding of Jesus, he ends it by telling how Jesus continued to grow, and how Mary 
continued to turn these events over and over in her mind. Luke tells this story and 
then points us to the rest of his gospel, which will go on to show us how this man 
is Messiah and Friend and Teacher and Savior. But I can’t tell you that whole story 
from the pulpit. You could come to church your whole life and not hear every 
passage of Luke’s gospel, let alone Matthew’s and Mark’s and John’s. 
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So my suggestion to you is also a challenge; decide to lose whatever Jesus has you 
bored or spiritually numb, and decide to read the gospels. If you’ve never read the 
first four books of the new Testament before, or if you’ve read them several times, 
do it; set out to read them this year. read them with intelligence and curiosity 
and faith and a pen in your hand, and you will find a Jesus who constantly breaks 
every image we’ve made of him.

The second suggestion is this. Christians don’t believe that Jesus just lived and 
died 2000 years ago. we believe that God raised Jesus to new life, and that this 
living Christ inhabits the community that follows in Jesus’ way. The Living Christ 
is among us. And if that’s the case, then you won’t find Jesus by just reading and 
thinking. You will encounter the living Christ by living in community with others 
who seek the living Christ. So that’s a second challenge; this year, live in this 
church community not just as a member of a social group or religious institution, 
but as a participant in a community that seeks to follow the living Christ. And 
when you do that, you’ll do more than find. You will also be found.

So lose the Jesus who should be lost. read the gospels. Seek the living Christ in 
community. And may this coming year be to you a losing year, and a finding year, 
and a year of being found.
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JUST do IT

“Stepping into faith, into life itself, always demands trust.” 
genesis 12:1-4; Matthew 9:9-13 

DelivereD June 5, 2005, tenth sunDay in orDinary tiMe 
by reverenD Michael linDvall

The French can be fussy about their lovely language. This past Tuesday’s new York 
Times ran an article about the uphill battle the Academie Franciase, that crusty 
official guardian of the French language, is waging against an invasion of foreign 
words. one of their rules requires advertisers using hideous foreign words to print 
a civilized French equivalent in the same advert. So all the nike posters in the 
Paris metro that say “Just do it!” also read “Allez-y!” in small print at the bottom. 
I couldn’t resist this corporate motto for a sermon on the stories of the call 
of Abraham in the old Testament and the call of Matthew in the new. Two 
things are strikingly odd about both stories. The first odd thing is that God calls 
Abraham and Jesus calls Matthew to what were arguably the two most important 
human jobs that ever existed without ever asking them a single question. God calls 
Abraham to be the father of Israel, number one guy in the whole story of God’s 
chosen tribe. 

Yet there’s no application to fill out, no interview, no reference checks. God never 
even asks Abraham if he wants to do it. 

Same thing when Jesus calls Matthew. If the old Testament was step one, this is 
step two in the divine strategy to enter into deeper relationship with humanity. 
Matthew’s going to be one of the 12 leaders in the great new Testament project. 
The very fact that he’s at a tax collector’s desk should have disqualified him. 
roman tax collecting was a shill operation to begin with, and any Jew collecting 
money for the romans was a traitor by definition. But again, there’s no interview, 
no application, not even a “let’s pray about it.” Jesus is strolling by, notices 
Matthew sitting there counting pagan coins, and offers him the invitation of a 
lifetime. 

And, secondly, it’s just as odd that the answers come just suddenly as the 
invitations. They don’t ask for two weeks to think about it. no questions about 
contract details. no tortured days of decision making. no orientation sessions. 
Abraham and Matthew “just do it,” “allez-y.” 

now, I think these call stories are told with such abruptness for a strategic reason. 
The spiritual fact they hold in their leanness is simply this: in the last analysis, big 
decisions often have to be made this way. The truth is, time and again in life, you 
have to trust; you have to “just do it,” “allez-y.” 
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The other day someone was telling me about a television commercial they’d 
seen for the royal Bank of Scotland. It was touting the bank’s decisiveness. The 
commercial showed a couple at a wedding; the minister asks the groom the big 
question, “do you take this woman to be your lawfully wedded wife?” The guy 
looks pensive, hesitates, and finally answers, “well, that’s a very good question.” 
There’s a stunned silence, naturally, an awkward silence finally broken by one of 
the groomsmen who waves his hand in the air and calls out, “I do!” 

So much of life: decisions about work and family, even religious faith, require 
something of a leap. There’s necessarily a risk. Because, you see, commitments 
often have to be made without all the facts. It has to be that way. The ironic truth 
is that so much of what you come to know about life and about other people and 
about God is only found after you take the leap. That is to say, the road itself is the 
teacher, and the deep things are often hidden from the eyes of those who never risk 
the road. 

For example, I often say that you have to try faith like you put on a new pair of 
glasses. That is to say, you go ahead and pray even though you’re still not 100% 
sure about prayer. You go ahead and worship even though you have only the most 
tenuous grasp on the God you’re worshipping. But in this process of “just doing 
it,” you come to understand things you never could have if you had never taken 
the risk. 

I bought a copy of a book called Blink this last week. It’s Malcolm Gladwell’s 
latest, and I got it because it’s almost about what this sermon’s about. In 250 very 
readable pages, Gladwell argues that time and again, people make very sound 
decisions on the spur of the moment. First impressions, he says, are often accurate; 
gut reactions are frequently dependable. He says this is so because our brains are 
always working, and when we face a choice, all the silent thinking that’s been 
going on in our heads computes the information instantaneously. 

Here’s one of Gladwell’s examples: The son of the stunningly successful investor, 
George Soros, said this about the way his father makes decisions: “My father will 
sit down and give you theories to explain why he does this or that. But I remember 
seeing it as a kid and thinking, at least half of this is bull. I mean, you know the 
reason he changes his position on the market or whatever is because his back starts 
killing him... It’s his early warning sign.” Gladwell then observes; “Clearly this is 
part of the reason George Soros is so good at what he does: he is someone who is 
aware of the value of the products of unconscious reasoning.” 

I have a hunch Gladwell is on to something with his “blink,” this notion of 
“unconscious reasoning.” But, frankly, what I am talking about in this sermon, 
the choice Abraham made to respond to God, the choice Matthew made to get 
up from his tax-collectors’ table, those “just do it” choices you and I often have 
to make, are even more than “blink.” It’s not just unconscious reasoning;” it’s not 
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only gut instinct, it’s trust: It’s trust in life. It’s trust in other people. It’s a deep 
trust in God. 

So often you simply have to find the courage to fall into the arms of life. You need 
the guts to fall into the arms of the people you love. You have to trust enough to 
simply lean into the arms of God. 

Henri nouwen, the dutch priest and spiritual writer, once wrote about “The 
Flying rodleighs,” a troop of trapeze artists who performed with a famous 
German circus. 

“when the circus came to Freiburg two years ago,” he writes, “my friends . . 
invited me and my father to see the show. I will never forget how enraptured I 
became when I first saw the rodleighs move through the air, flying and catching, 
as elegant dancers. The next day, I returned to the circus to see them again and 
introduced myself to them as one of their great fans. They invited me to attend 
their practice sessions, gave me free tickets, asked me to dinner, and suggested that 
I travel with them for a week in the near future. 

“one day, I was sitting with rodleigh, the leader of the troop, in his caravan, 
talking about flying. He said, ‘As a flyer, I must have complete trust in my catcher. 
The public might think that I am the great star of the trapeze, but the real star is 
Joe, my catcher. He has to be there for me with split-second precision and grab me 
out of the air as I come to him in the long jump.’

“ ‘How does it work?’ nouwen said he asked. ‘ The secret,’ rodleigh said, ‘is that 
the flyer does nothing and the catcher does everything. when I fly to Joe, I have 
simply to stretch out my arms and hands and wait for him to catch me and pull 
me to safety . . .’ 

“ ‘You do nothing!’ said nouwen, surprised. ‘nothing,’ rodleigh repeated. ‘‘The 

worst thing a flyer can do is to try to catch the catcher. I am not supposed to catch 
Joe, it’s Joe’s task to catch me. If I grabbed Joe’s wrists, I might break them, or he 
might break mine, and that would be the end for both of us. A flyer must fly, and 
a catcher must catch, and the flyer must trust, with outstretched arms that his 
catcher will be there for him.’ ” 

True about faith; true about life in general. 

Should I take the job? 

what should I study in school? 

Should I marry him or her? 
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Should I try faith? 

A lot of the time, what you need to know can only be known when you take the 
leap. 

You have to let go. You have to trust the catcher. Time and again in this life, you 
have to... “just do it,” “allez-y.” In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the 
Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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do YoU UndErSTAnd?

“When we serve others, we show that we understand  
what God has done for us in Christ.” 

John 13:1-17, 31b-35 

DelivereD MaunDy thursDay, april 5, 2007 
by reverenD christiane lang

when you teach a class, it’s a bad sign if people look really confused. But it’s a 
much worse sign if you stop and ask, “does this make sense? do you understand?” 
and you’re greeted by total blank, stunned silence. In the reading we just heard, 
Jesus asks this question of his students. “do you know what I have done to you?” is 
how we heard it read. In some translations, it’s phrased, “do you understand what 
I have done for you?” There is no response from the disciples. They’re baffled.

The lesson that had just taken place was awkward and altogether outside their 
experience. They had been eating together. Maybe it had been a noisy supper, with 
everyone talking clamorously like a large family, sisters and brothers gathered for 
an evening meal. And then maybe an awkward hush fell over them as Jesus did 
something strange – even indecent. He got up, took off his outer clothing, and 
dressed himself like a servant. He took the long towel that a servant would use to 
wash the feet of guests and wrapped it around himself, like a lower-class servant. 
You can guess the expressions of confusion on the faces of the disciples. Then he 
poured water into the basin and surprised them all by grabbing the dusty foot of 
one of them and starting to wipe it clean. 

when he got to Peter, Peter objected: How could Jesus, their Lord and teacher, 
do this menial task? Jesus insisted that it was necessary, that Peter had to let him 
do this act of cleansing and service for him if he was to have anything to do with 
Jesus. Then Jesus finished, put his robe back on, sat down at the table, and asked: 
“do you get it? do you understand what I have done for you?”

no, not really, said the silence. we don’t. we don’t understand what you just did 
for us. His question, you know, is really aimed at us, at the readers of this text. The 
Gospel of John was written much later than the other Gospels, and it was written 
to a community that was trying to interpret what Jesus’ death and resurrection 
meant for them, in a new place and time. The other Gospels interpret Jesus’ death 
by filtering it in advance through the events and words of the Last Supper: This is 
my body, broken For YoU; this is my blood, shed For YoU, so that when we 
hear that Jesus is crucified, we know that it’s not just an act of injustice or violence. 
It is a death that is somehow mysteriously For US. So the other Gospels tell the 
Lord’s Supper to interpret Jesus’ death to us. 
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But John doesn’t tell the story of the breaking of the bread and the pouring of 
the wine. He doesn’t have a Last Supper like that of Matthew, Mark, and Luke. 
He just has this episode in which Jesus does a humble, even humiliating act of 
cleansing and service. But John also interprets the meaning of Jesus’ death and 
resurrection. He interprets it through a story. It is the story of this foot washing.

The foot washing is John’s alternative Last Supper story, and it shows us in 
miniature what John sees happening in the Cross. Jesus – who to John is the 
eternal word, God’s very articulation of love – Jesus removes his robe and stoops 
from the great height of respect and authority. He bends down, down, down to 
do the most humble, servile job. He insists to Peter and the others that there is 
no getting around this moment. And then (do you hear it?) he rises, puts his robe 
on again, and sits at the table with his disciples. John interprets Jesus’ death and 
resurrection as an act of service – again, for us.

And Jesus asks the disciples, and the Gospel writer asks his community, and the 
text asks us, “do you understand?” It’s a hard question. If you are like me, you can 
recite it all back. You can say what happened first – he got up, took off his robe, 
wrapped himself in a towel. or he was betrayed and arrested, mocked and beaten, 
and then executed. You can say the whole thing, and still, if you’re honest, you 
have to sit in stunned silence and admit that no, no, you don’t understand. You 
don’t understand because you don’t understand God. 

Do you understand what I have done for you? no, Lord, I don’t, not completely. I 
wish I did. But your ways are not my ways, you said it yourself. You don’t explain 
much. You speak in metaphor – you are life and truth and bread; you are a gate, 
a shepherd, a Savior, a sacrifice, a ransom, a liberator. You are a servant. But those 
are images, not explanations. oh, I know all the theological explanations of what 
happened on the Cross. I can talk about how you took our place, or how you 
conquered death by undoing it, or how you set us an example. I can lay out the 
church’s great systematic descriptions of the Cross and talk about substitution, 
sacrifice, and liberation. But in the end, when you turn to me, the basin of dingy 
water still sitting at your elbow, and you ask, “do you understand what I have 
done for you?” I am stunned to silence. I cannot fathom the depths of your 
question.

“well,” Jesus said, “You call me Teacher and Lord, and rightly so, for that is what 
I am. now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should 
wash one another’s feet. I have set you an example. now that you know these 
things, you will be blessed if you do them.” Now that you know these things, you 
will be blessed if you do them.

There, right there, is a very demanding and happy truth. In the end, my 
understanding of what God has done for us in Christ is not proved by whether I 
can recite all the theological details, whether my faith in Christ is perfectly well-
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informed. Because that’s not the kind of understanding that Jesus is asking about. 
The kind of understanding Jesus means is the kind that leads to the practice of 
love.

You can know all there is to know about the crucifixion – theologically, 
historically, whatever. But if you cannot turn to the person next to you – someone 
in the pew, or on the subway – you can’t turn to the person next to you in humble 
service, if you can’t forget your reputation or your superior social status or your 
hectic schedule long enough to serve someone else, then the answer to Jesus’ 
question, “do you understand what I have done for you?” is “no.” 

If, on the other hand, you’re a theological dunce, and you can’t keep all the 
atonement theories straight – or you didn’t even know there were multiple theories 
that explain what happened on the Cross – you can still answer Jesus’ question, 
“do you understand what I have done for you?” in the affirmative. And you don’t 
even have to say anything. You can pick up a towel and find some feet that need 
washing. The feet don’t have to be literal feet. The towel you wrap yourself in, and 
the robe you cast off, they don’t have to be literal. Mostly they’re not.

But they can be. once, when I was speaking at a Presbyterian summer camp, we 
decided to hold a special service. I told the kids – 200 junior high adolescents – 
how Jesus did this unexpected act of service. we excused them then, and each 
cabin of kids, 8 or 10 in each group, went with their counselors out onto the lawn. 
Bowls of soapy water and clean towels were waiting for them. Then, under the 
stars, the counselors explained, “we’re going to wash your feet for you.” 

The kids were appalled, the boys especially. “no,” said one boy to his counselor. 
“I haven’t showered all week. My feet are disgusting!” “no,” said a girl. “You’ve 
done so much for us already this week – you don’t have to do this.” others were 
simply afraid of what the kids around them would say or think when they released 
their dusty, dirty, teenaged feet from their beat-up camp shoes. But in the end, 
they all did it. They all removed their shoes and waited their turn. In silence, each 
counselor carefully washed and wiped the feet of each student. The kids sat in 
silent awe or in embarrassment. Then they put their newly cleaned feet back into 
their shoes and went back to their cabins. 

The counselors brought back the bowls and towels. The water in the bowls didn’t 
look soapy anymore. It wasn’t clean. It was filthy with the dust of the Sierra 
nevada Mountains. The towels were streaked with mud and sweat. The collection 
of bowls and towels grew until a table was overflowing with them – dirty bowls 
and towels that represented humble service to others – the way of the Cross. 

Then one man who had washed the very dirty feet of eight teenage boys stepped to 
the table and looked at the pile of bowls and the gallons of dirty water. He began 
to sob. He cried until he dropped to his knees, until he fell silent. 



31

Later he said that in washing the feet of these squirrelly, rambunctious, dirty, and 
sometimes difficult boys, and then in seeing all those bowls, those bowls with dirt 
from everyone’s feet in the whole camp, he had come to know something new 
about God. 

“do you understand what I have done for you?” was the question I think he heard. 
His yes was in the washing of those feet. His yes was in the muddy towels and dirty 
bowls. His yes was in his weeping. “now do you understand what I have done for 
you?” the voice says. “now do you understand?” “do you understand?” 
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THIS IS ABoUT MorE THAn JUST rEdECorATInG

“The first principle of our existence together is not to be found  
on our busy schedules, but in the depths of the divine.” 

John 2:13-22 

DelivereD the thirD sunDay of lent, March 19, 2006 
by reverenD Douglas king

now do not get me wrong, I enjoy it when Jesus sits in a field somewhere and 
quietly tells stories about seeds and sheep. If you listen carefully you can almost hear 
the birds chirping in the background. But I have to say there is something extremely 
compelling about Jesus coming to the big city of Jerusalem, entering the very center 
of its most important activity in the midst of the high holy season of Passover and 
creating a full bore scene. You just cannot beat it for drama. 

It is interesting that the synoptic gospels, Matthew, Mark, and Luke, all place this 
incident of Jesus cleansing the temple in those climactic final days of his life just 
before the crucifixion. only John chooses to place it as an inaugural event in Jesus’ 
ministry. In chapter two of John’s gospel, we are given Jesus’ first two public acts, 
which for John define the nature of Jesus’ messiah-ship. They are the prism by 
which John views Jesus’ entire ministry. we are given the wedding in Cana when 
Jesus turns water into wine, and this story of Jesus wreaking havoc in the temple 
with a little radical redecorating. These two seemingly disparate events serve notice 
that the boxes in which we choose to live and from which we shape our reality, are 
about to be challenged into taking on new shape. 

At first glance, this text brings the message of Jesus’ condemnation of the trade 
going on in the temple and it is tempting to merely marvel at the dramatic anger 
of the scene and decide to cancel the Girl Scout cookie sale. But the actions of the 
dove sellers and money changers were not wholly impure in themselves. Among the 
approved rituals of temple visitation was the sacrifice of animals. And people who 
wanted to make donations had to exchange their roman currency to avoid defiling 
the temple with the image of deified emperors on the coins. 

It was not the actions themselves which were the sole focus of Jesus’ condemnation, 
but the underlying assumptions that inhabited them. Jesus was dealing with the 
greatest challenge facing all institutions that exist to worship God. The risk is that 
the actions in which the institution engages begin to overshadow the God for 
whom the actions were initially designed to serve. 

Jesus was bringing notice in the temple that what is to be worshipped is not the 
collection of rituals and actions of the temple, but the God for whom it was all 
created. The temple in itself is not sacred, not the genuflecting, not the sacrificing. 
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It is the presence of God which makes the space and its activities sacred. what 
made this morning’s baptisms sacred was not the water we used or the way I placed 
the water on robert and Ava’s foreheads. It was God’s presence claiming these 
children as God’s own which made it sacred. 

Sometimes our frail spirits lose this ordering of things and we begin to believe 
that it is our actions which make things sacred, that what we do creates the body 
of Christ, that God is dependent upon us to live and move and have being in the 
universe. we become so consumed and impressed by our own ability to create 
programs and be busy that we feel as if we are in charge of the church. 

In all of the noise and busyness we can lose track of God and begin to believe the 
divine is not present in our midst. And without the existence of God in our midst, 
the church faces an untenable existence. we experience an agnostic anxiety which 
causes us to increase our programmed busyness to make the whole enterprise useful, 
whether there is a God or not. we begin to think that perhaps the Gospel is too 
little to go on, too risky an endeavor in which to place our business future. If we 
offer enough yoga classes and the like, perhaps no one will notice whether God is 
present or not.

we can start down the same paths in our own individual lives. Sometimes we feel 
an existential emptiness within ourselves, a sense that something is missing, a hole 
that needs to be filled. Many of us try to fill that hole with a hyperactive life of 
activities and achievement. But career accomplishments and hobbies cannot be 
neatly placed into that empty God-shaped space. And this realization leaves some 
of us despairing for answers as we run on the treadmills of our lives. If our actions 
cannot expunge this emptiness what in the world ever can? 

Jesus came flying into the temple tossing tables to and fro to wake us up, to rouse 
us from our ritual reveries, to clear the dull business-as-usual look in our eyes as we 
go from task to task in the house of God and in this world of ours which belongs to 
God. when we recognize that God is alive and in our midst, there is much more at 
stake than filling our schedules with activities, no matter how well intentioned. 

The writer Annie dillard penned these famous lines,  
“on the whole, I do not find Christians...sufficiently sensible of conditions. does 
anyone have the foggiest idea what sort of power we so blithely invoke? or, as I 
suspect, does no one believe a word of it? The churches are children playing on 
the floor with their chemistry sets, mixing up a batch of TnT to kill a Sunday 
morning. It is madness to wear ladies’ straw and velvet hats to church; we should 
all be wearing crash helmets. Ushers should issue life preservers and signal flares; 
they should lash us to our pews. For the sleeping God may wake someday and take 
offense, or the waking God may draw us out to where we can never return.” 

Churches are not supposed to be primarily places where we seek to provide a variety 
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of pleasing activities for the community. worship is not about listening to pretty 
music and perhaps pondering a few new thoughts from the sermon. we cannot 
sprinkle a little piety on top of it all like confectionary sugar on a donut and call it 
the body of Christ. when we call ourselves the body of Christ it is a reminder that 
we are not in control, that we are about seeking to be a part of what God is doing, 
not seeking to have God be a part of what we are doing. 

It would do us some good to have Jesus storm through our hallways ripping down 
our posters advertising upcoming events and sweeping his arm across the reception 
desk scattering all of our sign up sheets to the floor. It might remind us that the first 
principle of our existence together is not to be found on our schedule but in the 
depths of the divine.

All too often programs are our puppet-God which we proudly make dance like a 
marionette with strings. our volunteer ministries are not about civic do-goodism, 
but about a joyful response to all God has given us which leads us to give to others. 
worship is not about a pleasing experience for us, it is about an offering unto the 
omnipotent, omniscient, omnipresent creator of the universe. 

A friend of mine has talked about a large church that he served that was famous for 
its vast program opportunities from A through Z. It was a hustling and bustling 
place. They realized one day that their biggest concern was not about keeping 
people busy, there was more than enough of that to go around. As they discussed 
new programs for the church, the question they started asking themselves was 
“does this provide primary access to the holy?” 

of course it is not easy for us to keep focused on the holy in our lives. we, like the 
Judeans in the temple, would like a clear sign of God’s holy presence at regular intervals 
to keep us on track. no wonder we are so faithful to our scheduled programming that 
is something tame and domesticated we can count on being right on time. 

That is why we gather in community, to remind each other of things that can 
get lost in our individual lives. Let us remind each other of the primary actor in 
this drama, that what we are about is being with God, seeking to please God, 
to serve God. Simple words, they lack the requisite sophistication for us to take 
them seriously. But if we take them seriously for a moment, who knows what will 
happen? If we are not careful God may indeed draw us out to a new place, a new 
way of being, to a radical relationship with the first principle of the universe, our 
living and breathing God. It may come with extraordinary and extravagant gifts of 
grace like turning water into wine. And it may come with the upheaval of all of our 
neat and intricate schedules and timetables and best laid plans. Maybe we do not 
need to overturn our table of sign up sheets for Jesus. But in this Lenten season, we 
ought to see if for what we are signing up opens our eyes to the presence of the holy. 

Thanks be to God. Amen. 
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CAn’T do IT BY MYSELF

“In baptism God assures of the two things we most need.” 
acts 19:1-7; Mark 1:4-11 

DelivereD the thirD sunDay of lent, March 19, 2006 
by reverenD Michael linDvall

More times that I can remember, friends, church members, good and strong 
men and women most all of them, have sat themselves down across a table from 
me, their pastor, looked into their coffee and offered the same startlingly frank 
confession. It tumbles out different ways, but it comes to the same thing. They tell 
me that they’re facing something in their lives: some challenge, some loss perhaps, 
some hope dashed, some difficulty at home, some hurdle in their career. And then 
they tell me that they just don’t know how they’re going to get through it. 

There’s not a person in this room, not a one of us, who has not faced some passage 
in life and not whispered that same confession. Perhaps we whisper it silently to 
ourselves in a sleepless night; perhaps we dare mention it to a husband or wife or a 
listening friend, but it comes to the same thing: “I just don’t know that I have it in 
me.” 

now, I’m not exactly sure just what people want me to say when they confess over 
coffee that they don’t have it in them for whatever it is that lays before them. I’m 
flattered that they trust their pastor with their truth, but I fear they want me to 
be a sort of spiritual cheerleader. In fact, time and again cheerleader answers are 
on the tip of my tongue, answers like, “oh, come on! You do have it in you. You 
can do it! don’t worry; you’ve got what it takes. You’ve the will power, the guts, 
the stamina. whatever you need, you’ve got it in you. Get out there, stand tall, sit 
tight, advance to the fray, have confidence in yourself. Trust yourself.” oh, I have 
doubtless said as much, and often it’s part of the truth. 

But deep down, I’ve got to tell you, deep down I know that’s not precisely the 
truth. The whole truth is that a lot of the time, they don’t have it in them, a lot 
of the time, you don’t have it in you, a lot of the time, I don’t have it in me. The 
whole truth is that you and I often don’t quite have all it takes in us, and we know 
it. 

when Jesus faced the beginning of his ministry, the three years before him that 
would include family rejection, hostility from every power that was, rejection by 
his closest friends and finally a scandalous death, he first went down to the river 
Jordan. He went to John, the one we call the Baptist. Baptism – anointing with 
water – was already a venerable Jewish ritual. Its meanings cut in several directions, 
but one particular vector of this act was predominant that particular day. 
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Mark embodies this particular meaning of baptism in the form of a descending 
dove, of all things. who knows just what that day looked and sounded like, 
but the emblematic point could not be clearer: Jesus came to the Jordan open 
to the power of God’s Spirit, that descending dove. Jesus came looking for the 
strengthening Presence of God. He understood that this was the first of two things 
he needed to face the road that lay before him. 

The inescapable implication of that scene at the river is that Jesus, this carpenter’s 
son from nazareth, this young man of doubtless pious learning, this man of 
spiritual acumen, in spite of all he was, clearly knew that he needed Spirit; the 
Presence of God with him, to face the days to come. 

I mean, even Jesus knew he couldn’t do it by himself. 

There is an old Appalachian folk hymn that goes, “Jesus had to walk this lonesome 
valley, He had to walk it by himself.” I love the tune; the sentiment resonates with 
me. But the words are an inch shy of the truth, theologically speaking. Jesus didn’t 
have to walk that lonesome valley by himself. In fact, he knew he couldn’t walk 
it by himself. That self-knowledge is what led him to the river Jordan that day. 
That’s why Jesus prayed for the Spirit; he knew he needed it; knew he needed that 
Present Tense of the divine to walk the valley with him. 

This presence of God is the first of the two things he needed. In the next chapter 
of Mark’s Gospel, he finds the other. In the next chapter, he finds his companions. 
He finds his disciples fishing in the Sea of Galilee, he finds them sitting at their 
tax-collecting tables, and he invites them to walk with him on the journey to 
come. 

The obvious point is that Jesus’ need was twofold and cruciform. That is, you 
might say, his need was shaped like a cross. His need had a vertical arm and a 
horizontal arm. He goes to the river Jordan to find the vertical arm, the upright 
that connects him to the Father, the Spirit that strengthens him. Mark poetically 
describes this vertical connection as a descending dove. God comes down, as 
it were, to be strengthening Presence. And then Jesus goes to Galilee for the 
horizontal vector, the cross member if you will, the human presence of those who 
will stand and walk beside him, at least most of the way, on the road before him. 

when you and I were baptized, we were assured of precisely the same cross-shaped 
strength for the journey before us in life. As water touched our skin that day, we 
were assured of the vertical, the presence of God with us. And then the minister 
turned us toward all the people present that day, our birth or adoptive family and 
our church family, and we were assured of the second thing all of us need, the 
horizontal beam of the cross. Little Madeline and little Charlotte were promised 
those very two things twenty minutes ago as water dripped down their baby 
foreheads and we paraded them down the aisle. 
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So the hard and precious truth is just this: you and I don’t quite have it in us. we 
are human after all. we don’t quite have it in us to face the surgery, the divorce, 
the career change, the difficult kid. You don’t have it in you to be the person you 
want to be. I don’t have it in me to be the pastor I want to be. But, you know 
what? It’s alright. we don’t have to have it in us. Yet we can do it. we can do it 
because we are not alone: God is with us. And we are with each other. 

Several years ago I sat in a hospital waiting room with a frightened church family. 
we were waiting in anxious silence for a second report from a second examining 
physician. The vivacious wife and mother of this family had suffered a bizarre 
accident. She had fallen at home and broken her neck. It was an injury, we had 
been told, that would probably mean paralysis. The family had called a specialist 
who was now doing that second evaluation. 

They knew that he would probably suggest high-risk surgery. The specialist 
returned to the waiting room and confirmed the first, grim diagnosis. He left the 
waiting room; I walked into the hallway with him. now this man was a brilliant 
and confident young neurosurgeon, straightforward, even brusque in his manner. 
He was also a good personal friend and church member. As we walked, he 
stopped, pulled me aside, and told me the injury was exceptionally serious. In fact, 
he noted, injuries of this type rarely come into the hospital on their own power. 
I told him that I would go pray with the family. He left to scrub for surgery. But 
oddly, after he scrubbed the first time, he returned to the waiting room, striding 
in as assuredly as usual, and motioned me to follow him into the hallway. “I know 
you’ve prayed with the family...” He hesitated, looked away and then back at me, 
almost furtively. Then he looked me in the eyes and asked, “would you pray with 
me?” By the way, that wife and mom is now a vivacious grandmother, bearing 
barely a trace of that injury. 

It wasn’t my words the neurosurgeon wanted. He knew he needed some strength 
beyond himself, that vertical cross-beam; even in his considerable expertise, he 
understood he needed more for what faced him. He was asking for what we all 
need, but don’t always have the guts to admit: that strengthening presence of the 
one who Is Beyond Me. 

Some of you know that I will spend this next week with a group of ministerial 
colleagues who have met together every year for over twenty years. As it happens, 
doug King is one of them. You may know that each of us prepares a study paper 
on a Biblical text that we’ll be preaching over the next 12 months. And then 
for five days we sit around a table and talk. we talk deep and long. we struggle 
together to find ways to preach cogently, to be decent ministers, to be faithful 
followers of Christ. But the deep truth we have come to know is that we need each 
other. Hardly anyone over misses a meeting. I cannot tell you how much I need 
those colleagues. I find wisdom, insight, support and laughter in this little twenty- 
member slice of the church, a horizontal arm of the cross that strengthens me. 
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My need is cruciform in shape. I need Spirit, that up-down connection with the 
divine. I need the company of other journeyers through this life: my family, my 
Moveable Feast colleagues. And I need you, my church. I can’t do it alone. But in 
my baptism, I remember that I don’t have to do it alone. 

You can’t do it alone either. And you don’t have to. In your baptism, you were 
assured of these same two promises, the one vertical and other horizontal. God is 
with you and we are with you. This is the promise, and it is sure. 

You claim this promise by doing by one simple thing. Jesus claimed it when he 
went to the Jordan for Spirit and to the Galilee for companions. My surgeon friend 
claimed the promise when he pulled me aside in the hospital corridor and asked 
me to pray with him. I claim the promise every year when I get on a plane and 
spend a week with my Moveable Feast friends over scripture. 

All you have to do is ask; all you have to do is admit you can’t always do it by 
yourself. You just admit that you need more than you, that you need God and 
need other human beings. The baptism promise is that both are there for the 
asking. And in the asking is the answer. In the name of the Father and of the Son 
and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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InSIGnIFICAnTLY SIGnIFICAnT

“The same God who created the vastness of the universe knows you by name.” 
psalM 8; John 16:13-15 

DelivereD June 6, 2004 , trinity sunDay 
by reverenD Michael linDvall

I was in Louisville this last week, which I discovered lies at the western end of the 
current cicada infestation. You may have heard about “Brood X” of the 17-year 
cicada. Every seventeen years they hatch, make monumental noise and copious 
mess for a couple of weeks, and then go underground, quite literally. Step outside 
in Louisville and you could barely hear yourself think. There were cicadas in 
biblical proportions – dead ones all over the sidewalks, live ones flying everywhere, 
all the guy-cicadas singing at the top of their lungs or whatever they sing with. 
one of the people at my meeting said she’d read there were 17 trillion of them.

The whole scene reminded me of my personal favorite woody Allen movie. 
Actually woody didn’t direct it and didn’t appear in it; he was just a voice, the 
voice of an ant. This is about ten years ago; the film was a feature-length cartoon 
called Antz.

The movie opens with the camera zooming in on the lead woody Allen ant. 
He’s lying on his back on his ant-psychiatrist’s leaf-couch, starring pensively up 
into the nothingness. In classic woody Allen fashion, he is noting the vastness 
of the universe, recounting all his disappointments, lamenting life, and feeling 
lost in general. At the end of his monologue, he sighs, “It all makes me feel so 
insignificant.” Suddenly the camera zooms away from him to reveal the fact that 
he is surrounded by billions upon billions of busy little ants. At which point, his 
ant-psychiatrist’s voice echoes, “That’s because you are insignificant.”

That’s the mirror version of the point made by the 8th Psalm that david just read. 
“when I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars 
that you have established, what are human beings that you are mindful of them, 
mortals that you care for them?”

Several years ago, I met former astronaut Jack Louwsma. He was giving a 
speech about nASA’s space program, and prefaced it by drawing a picture of the 
incomprehensible hugeness of this space nASA presumes to explore. He reminded 
us that our solar system is but a tiny part of one galaxy, an immense cluster of 
millions of stars we call the Milky way. It alone is so huge, Louwsma said, that if 
you were able to cross it at the speed of light, which is 186,300 miles per second, it 
would take you 100,000 years just to get from one end of our Milky way to the 
other. Then he reminded us that this Milky way of ours is not the only galaxy. In 
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fact, he said, scientists now estimate that there are enough galaxies like ours in the 
universe for each one of earth’s 4 billion human beings to have 15 galaxies of their 
own.

“when I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars 
that you have established, what are human beings that you are mindful of them, 
mortals that you care for them?”

A month ago, a new member of our church mentioned a book she loved, a book 
I had actually read when it first came out. It’s called The God of Small Things. It’s 
set in India, written by an young novelist named Arundhati roy. It’s about a set of 
twins who are very much alone and struggling to find their place in the cosmos. 
In one scene, their uncle, whose name is Chacko, tries to be helpful. In order “. 
. . to give them a sense of Historical Perspective..., he told them about the Earth 
woman. He made them imagine that the earth – four thousand six hundred 
million years old – was a forty-six-year-old woman... It had taken the whole of the 
Earth woman’s life for the earth to become what it was. For the oceans to part. 
For the mountains to rise. The Earth woman was eleven years old, Uncle Chacko 
said, when the first single-celled organisms appeared. The first animals, creatures 
like worms and jellyfish, appeared only when she was forty. She was over forty-
five – just eight months ago – when the dinosaurs roamed the earth. ‘The whole of 
human civilization as we know it,’ Chacko told the twins, ‘began only two hours 
ago in Earth woman’s life.’ ”

Again, echoes of the 8th Psalm. “when I look at your heavens, the work of your 
fingers, the moon and the stars that you have established, what are human beings 
that you are mindful of them, mortals that you care for them?”

The Christian faith stubbornly affirms two things about God, two things that are 
in some tension with each other. Theology has formally named each of these two 
divine attributes with a fancy five-dollar word. The first word is “transcendence.” 
Transcendence affirms that God is vast beyond vastness. God is vaster than this 
universe with 15 galaxies for each of us. God transcends our two-hour humanity. 
God lies outside all categories of human comprehension: beyond gender, beyond 
mortality, beyond flesh, beyond time, beyond space, beyond imagination.

The second five-dollar theological vocabulary word names the other side of the 
divine. That word is “immanence.” Immanence affirms that this God of vastness 
is also God as near to us as our own breath.

The Eighth Psalm holds this tension tight together in its mere nine verses: “when 
I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars which you 
have established,” (that’s transcendence, now here comes immanence:) “what are 
human beings that you are mindful of them, mortals that you care for them?”
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Christian faith brings this immanence of God to the most radically personal 
level conceivable: For Christians, the immanence of God becomes as immanent 
as immanent can be when very vastness of divinity dwells in a very human being 
named Jesus of nazareth. In him, the transcendent God of vastness becomes 
immanent in particular place – you can only be immanent in a particular place – a 
place with actual buildings, dirt, kitchens, sick babies and noisy dogs, real places 
with names: Bethlehem, nazareth, Galilee, Jerusalem. In this radical immanence, 
the God beyond time is born into concrete time – you can only be immanent in 
concrete time – a time when some “Quirinius was Governor of Syria.”

Today is Trinity Sunday, always the Sunday after Pentecost. Most Christians are 
wont to see the doctrine of the Trinity as just about the most irrelevant and arcane 
idea in the Christian book of ideas. I could spend a dozen sermons telling you 
why I think the Trinity really does matter, but on this summer’s day when we all 
want to get to the Park, one will do. The Trinity matters because it balances the 
transcendence and the immanence of God. The Trinity reminds us that, yes God 
is Creator of the vastness, but this same God of great distance is also God as close 
to us as our own breath. This God who hurled the planets into their places loves 
us, knows you by name, numbers the hairs on your head, be they many or few.

Knowing this one thing, comprehending in your gut that the God of light years 
and 15 galaxies apiece is the same God who loves you, taking this one thing in, 
simply transforms the texture of existence.

A story: a friend sent me a clipping from the Minneapolis Star and Tribune a few 
years ago. It’s about a nun, a Sister Helen Mrosia, who taught school in Minnesota 
for years. “Sister Helen,” the story began, “remembers a polite, handsome and 
mischievous ninth-grader at St. Mary’s school in Morris, Minn...” His name was 
Mark Eklund. She remembers an especially difficult Friday in 1965 when her 
junior-high students, frustrated by hard problems, became cranky and edgy.

She told them to put aside the problems, take out fresh paper and make a list 
of their classmate’s names. “I told them to think of the nicest thing they could 
say about each of their classmates,” she said. She took the lists home. over the 
weekend, she wrote the name of each student on a new sheet of paper and then 
listed all the good things their mates had written about them. The next Monday, 
she handed out those papers. nobody mentioned the lists again. not for several 
years.

After that polite and mischievous boy, Mark Eklund, was killed in Vietnam, his 
“parents asked Sister Helen to come to his funeral in late summer, 1971. Afterward, 
she visited with them at the home of one of Mark’s old classmates. ‘we want to 
show you something,’ Mark’s father told her, and he brought out a wallet. ‘They 
found this on Mark when he was killed. we thought you might recognize it.’ The 
two pieces of paper had been folded and refolded many times. ‘I knew without 
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looking that the papers were the ones on which I had listed all the good things 
each of Mark’s classmates had said about him,’ the teacher said.”

Mark’s mother thanked her for doing it. “ ‘As you can see, Mark treasured it,’ she 
said. Then Mark’s classmates gathered around. ‘I still have my list,’ Charlie said. 
‘It’s in the top drawer of my desk at home.’ ‘I have mine, too,’ Marilyn said. ‘It’s in 
my diary.’ Vickie pulled her list from her pocketbook. ‘I carry this with me at all 
times,’ she said.”

I don’t think that there’s anything more important to know than this one thing: 
you are significant. In all this sea of humanity, four billion of us, the hairs on your 
head are numbered. In the infinitude of 15 galaxies each, your name is known. The 
God of vastness is same God who loves every fine thing about you and loves you 
so vastly as to empty the divine self in a Savior who would die for you, for you. 
Knowing that you are so loved simply transforms everything.

It might be nice to have a list from ninth grade to remind you that you are 
significant.

But you don’t need it. You already have a letter. Just look straight ahead of 
you, right now, in this room, look away from me, look at the cross above the 
communion table.

Carry that letter in your wallet. Put that word in the top drawer of your desk. 
Carry it wherever you go. And if you ever feel insignificant, if you ever imagine 
you are don’t matter, just look at, and know how loved you are.

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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