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STAR SEARCH
Baccalaureate Address for Albion College

May 11, 2001
David G. Gladstone

Scripture: 
But the word of the LORD came to him, “This man shall not 

be your heir; no one but your very own issue shall be your heir.”  He 
brought him outside and said, “Look toward heaven and count the 
stars, if you are able to count them.” Then he said to him, “So shall 
your descendants be.” Genesis 15:1-6

Lift up your heads, O gates! and be lifted up, O ancient doors! 
that the King of glory may come in.  Who is the King of glory? The 
LORD, strong and mighty, the LORD, mighty in battle.  Lift up your 
heads, O gates! and be lifted up, O ancient doors! that the King of 
glory may come in.  Who is this King of glory? The LORD of hosts, he 
is the King of glory. Selah  Psalm 24

But as it is, they desire a better country, that is, a heavenly one. 
Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God; indeed, he has 
prepared a city for them.  Hebrews 11:8-16

So there stood Abram, not yet Abraham, in the Valley of 

Shaveh.  By anyone’s account he was rich and successful.  Having 

just rescued his nephew Lot, Abram is honored as a great hero.  The 

high priest Melchizedek honors Abram with the breaking of bread and 

the drinking of wine in what many believe to be the earliest biblical 

account of something like our Holy Communion.  He was rich in 

cattle, in silver and in gold.  By biblical standards he had it made.  Yet 

Abram was still unhappy.  Despite his wealth and his victories Abram 
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did not have the one thing he wanted most and the one thing God had 

promised him.  He did not have an heir.  In a vision Abram confronts 

God.  “What good is all this since I continue to be childless?  As 

things now stand my servant Eliezer will be my heir and I will 

leave no legacy.”  God has an answer for Abram, soon to become 

Abraham.  “Look toward heaven, and number the stars…” It 

is an answer worth remembering.

This is Carl’s CD entitled Tales Scratched Out.  Copies are 

available in the lobby for a very reasonable fee, or you can order 

them online.  I’m told that Monday Carl is taping a segment for the 

shopping channel.  He comes on right after Ron Popiel does a half 

hour breathlessly explaining why the latest Veg-a-matic is one of life’s 

necessities.   We in the Gladstone household have eagerly awaited the 

release of this CD.  It marks the completion of Carl’s honors thesis.  

500 of these things came to our house this past week.  On Wednesday 

I took a copy to church to share with everyone I met.  Dorothy Collins 

was curious.  She looked at the case and asked, “What is this?”  

Without hesitation I replied, “This is a $100,000.00 CD.  

I did not get a nifty CD for my parent’s money thirty years 

ago.  Four years at Albion did not cost $100,000.00 thirty years ago.  

But in preparing for this special privilege of being here today I did 

spend some time thinking about what I received from this college.  The 
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answer came in the form of foundational learnings and each of those 

learnings I associate with a particular professor.

From David Strickler and my joyful association with the 

Albion College Choir I learned that beautiful harmony requires 

strategically placed dissonance to be fully appreciated.  Relentless 

harmony loses its power to move the heart and becomes shallow unless 

it is stressed and stretched by sounds that do not fit an easy structure 

– sounds that beg for resolution.  In the years since then, this learning 

has proven true in every arena of concern.  What is true in music is 

true in politics, is true in human relationships and it is certainly true in 

the church.

From Dr. John Hart, Professor of English and master of 

the subtlely profound, I learned the power of metaphor to unlock 

the significance of a text.  Without metaphor, Huckleberry Finn 

becomes little more than a quaint and mildly racist nineteenth century 

travelogue.  Without metaphor The Immense Journey becomes just a 

float trip for Loren Eisley.  From John Hart I learned that taking a text 

(dare I say scripture?) seriously is far more instructive than taking it 

literally.

Some might remark that whatever tuition cost in the years 

from 1967 to 1971 it was a lot to pay for such trivial learning.  I would 

disagree.  Consider for a moment how difficult it has been to simply 

call this service together in the first place.  Baccalaureate disappeared 
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from this campus twenty years ago.  I assume that was partly the 

result of the academic community having reached such a perfect state 

it no longer had need of spiritual reflection.  Maybe it had something 

to do with students coming to the mistaken belief that education was 

about information rather than transformation.  Whatever the cause, it 

marked a trend here and elsewhere to embrace an intellectual harmony 

without the discord of messy questions about mystery and ambiguity.  

It marked a trend to approach education as a process of gathering data 

and facts without the leaven of metaphor.  I could be wrong about this, 

but it is worth considering.

It seems to me that the pertinent question for all who will 

received their diploma tomorrow is this, “Now what are you going to 

do with it?”  To answer that let me tell you what both David Strickler 

and John Hart combined to teach me. They taught me a poem. One 

taught me to read it and the other taught me to sing it.  It is a poem that 

has become a part of me. It has offered guidance in my darkest days, 

offered insight in days of confusion and offered a way to celebrate in 

those joy filled days when life and aspiration meet.  It is a poem worth 

every penny of my Albion education.  I’m sure it is out of literary 

fashion.  I really do not care.  It is a poem Abram could have used out 

there in the Valley of Shaveh.

O Star (the fairest one in sight), 

We grant your loftiness the right 
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To some obscurity of cloud- 

It will not do to say of night, 

Since dark is what brings out your light. 

Some mystery becomes the proud. 

But to the wholly taciturn 

In your reserve is not allowed. 

Say something to us we can learn 

By heart and when alone repeat. 

Say something! And it says, ‘I burn.’ 

But say with what degrees of heat. 

Talk Fahrenheit, talk Centigrade. 

Use Language we can comprehend. 

Tell us what elements you blend. 

It gives us strangely little aid, 

But does tell something in the end 

And steadfast as Keats’ Eremite, 

Not even stooping from its sphere, 

It asks a little of us here. 

It asks of us a certain height, 

So when at times the mob is swayed 

To carry praise or blame too far, 

We may choose something like a star 

To stay our minds on and be staid. 

If you think it unlikely that a mob can be swayed to carry 

praise or blame too far, think back on the last thirty years.  Thirty years 

is a long time.  Time enough to finally lose a war that we of the class 

of 1971 imagined might never end.  Time enough for another war 
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to reassure our national psyche and remove the sting of the Vietnam 

years.  Time enough to play the political game of impeachment with 

two presidents and attempt the assassination of two others.  In my 

personal journey thirty years is time enough to be condemned and 

rejected by a church in Downers Grove, Illinois and praised and 

embraced by churches in Michigan.  Through it all I have learned that 

the urgent always seems to push out the important – that cynicism 

and low expectations have produced an erosion of commitment in this 

culture in everything from public service to public education.  And 

I have watched as high school graduates rush off to college in the 

mistaken belief that higher education is about enhancing their personal 

marketability.

Making a difference in this troubled world, leaving a 

legacy, requires more of us than a diploma attesting to our mastery 

of any particular discipline be it math, physics, music or business 

administration.  Making a difference in this world requires more of 

us than amassing wealth or fame.  Making a difference in this world 

requires a more worthy agenda than anyone’s personal desire for a 

cushy stock portfolio or fancy 401K plan. Legacy?  There are two 

kinds.  There is a legacy of stuff.   I have participated in hundreds of 

funerals since entering pastoral ministry I have yet to ride in a funeral 

procession with the hearse pulling a U-Haul behind.  The stuff we 

leave to this world will be divided up among those we leave behind 
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for a while.  It will be fought over in some cases and in every case it 

will eventually run out, wear down, go out of style or break.  A legacy 

of stuff is by definition a short-term legacy.  There is also a legacy of 

spirit and purpose.  Now there’s a legacy with staying power.  Abram 

had both wealth and power yet he was astute enough to know that 

neither wealth nor power would give him the legacy God had promised 

and Abram desired.  God told him to look to the stars.  The Psalmist 

declares “Lift up your heads and be lifted up.”  With his secular voice 

Robert Frost invited us to “Choose Something Like a Star.”  In the 

confusion of this life we need something we can learn by heart and 

when alone repeat – something that matters more than our own selfish 

desires.

Thirty years from today perhaps one of you with share the 

honor I enjoy today.  I am confident that in those thirty years the mob 

will have found new and novel ways to carry praise or blame too far.  

In those thirty years, to what will you look to stay you minds on and 

be staid?  Will you follow the lead of our culture and make the choices 

that are ease, safe, mundane and shallow.  Or in searching for your 

legacy and God’s blessing will you look beyond yourself to that which 

asks a little of us here – that asks of us a certain height.

So there stood Abram in the Valley of Shaveh.  He was rich 

in cattle, in silver and in gold.  By biblical standards he had it made.  

Yet Abram was still unhappy.  Despite his wealth and his victories 
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Abram still did not have the one thing he wanted most and the one 

thing God had promised him.  He did not have an heir.  In a vision 

Abram confronts God.  “What good is all this since I continue to be 

childless?  As things now stand my servant Eliezer will be my heir 

and I will leave no legacy.”  Abram feared that his life would count 

for nothing.  God has an answer for Abram, “Look toward heaven, 

and number the stars…”

THANKS BE TO GOD.



YOU GOTTA LAUGH
A Sermon On Genesis 18: 1 – 15

June 13, 1999
David G. Gladstone

 “But Sarah denied, saying, “I did not laugh”; for she was 
afraid.  He said, “Oh yes, you did laugh.”

Over the centuries Sarah has taken it on the chin for her 

response to these unnamed messengers from God.  It is true.  Sarah 

laughed.  It is true that in the story Sarah tried to deny her laughter.  

But it is also true that Abraham not only laughed when he heard the 

outrageous promise of God; the seventeenth chapter of Genesis tells 

us that he fell down on his face with laughter.  Some people have tried 

to make the laughter of Sarah a sign of her lack of faith.  It is no such 

thing.  If laughter negates her faith then Abraham cannot be called 

the faithful one, for his laughter is at least as great as that of Sarah.  

The truth is that when confronted with the demands, the expectations, 

and the visions of God sometimes you just gotta laugh.  It helps you 

keep your perspective.  Theologians may have trouble with that but 

apparently God did not.  Neither Sarah’s laughter nor Abraham’s  

stopped God from delivering upon the promise.

Sometimes you just gotta laugh.  Last Thursday  J. R. Hartman 

was explaining to Charlie Dorff and me where the new water and gas 

connections will come into the building.  J. R. was being very serious.  
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Perhaps he was afraid we would not see the wisdom of the revision.  

He explained that the contractor was being instructed to redirect the 

location of the gas and water lines so that they will run in the same 

general area about ten feet apart and enter the building in roughly the 

same location.  This would require a small additional expenditure.  J. 

R. was very eager that we affirm the wisdom of the decision.  I looked 

at Charlie and Charlie look at me.  I could tell we were both thinking 

the same thing.  I was the first to speak.  “This is a good change.” I 

responded.  Then with no coaching at all Charlie and I spoke the same 

thought. “That way when we go to construct the second phase of our 

plans five years from now the excavator can break all of the utilities 

at once instead of breaking them one at a time like he had to on this 

project.”  All three of us laughed.  It was not a laugh at J.R.’s expense.  

It was a laugh that acknowledged the frustrations and the difficulties of 

the current project.  Sometimes you just gotta laugh.

Sometimes laughter helps ease the pain of things in life we 

would rather not face.  In that way it helps us stay connected to God 

when circumstances might otherwise turn us away from God.  As 

I turn fifty this summer I am aware that I am now about the age of 

Terry’s father when Terry and I first met and when we announced to 

them that we wanted to marry.  I have always thought of her parents 

as vigorously middle aged.  That is no longer true.  I am now more 

or less vigorously middle aged and Terry’s parents are about to turn 
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eighty.  Dad’s tools sit in the garage unused.  He no longer makes 

plans for construction projects at the cottage.  The TV is now played 

louder.  Conversations are repeated and shouted.  The boat sits at the 

dock unrepaired.  It takes longer to read the paper.  Decisions more 

and more fall to Terry and me and now that Tom is gone there is a 

sadness that runs under every family gathering.  These are all changes 

we should expect.  There is nothing unusual in any of this.  These 

occurrences are common to everyone in one way or another.  But 

sometimes laughter intrudes upon the sadness and  makes it all a little 

easier to bear.

Last summer was a case in point.  We met Terry’s parents at 

Bay View in Petosky.  We were there to attend the hand bell concert 

put on every summer by Don Allured and those attending his handbell 

workshop.  It was wonderful music.  Allured introduced one piece 

telling us that it would use both hand bells and choir chimes.  He 

went into great detail.  He explained the difference between the two 

instruments and how they might be used in worship.  His introduction 

took over five minutes.  Terry’s dad sat beside me gazing at the 

assembled players.  By all outward appearance  he was taking it all in; 

listening closely to the lecture.  I imagined he was so pleased that we 

had agreed to join them at a Bay View concert, which is one of their 

treasured summer activities.  Then the piece began.  Suddenly Dad 

sat up straight and poked me in the side with his elbow in one deft 
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movement.  “Oh look!”  He announced in his special hearing impaired 

whisper.  “They’re playing those chime things we just bought at our 

church.”  Then he turned to Mom.  “Look Mary they’re playing those 

chime things.”  Her response was predictable. “What?” she shouted. 

“Those chimes.  They’re playing those chime things we just bought.”  

Mom must have said “What?” at least four times.  Dad repeated his 

announcement each time.  By the time it was all over the entire section 

was staring at us and I was holding my sides and looking at the floor 

trying to stifle my laughter.  It was either that or rail in anger over the 

changes in them that neither Terry nor I want to acknowledge.  My 

laughter affirmed how much we love them.

Apparently the same thing is already going on in our children’s 

lives.  They are constantly laughing at things I do or say, or habits I 

have acquired over the years.  Last week after a late meeting here at 

the church I headed for home.  I took my new cell phone off my belt 

and placed in on the car seat beside me.  Apparently when I did so I 

pushed the speed dial by mistake.  The cell phone automatically called 

our house.  Carl answered.  He soon figured out what had happened.  

He listened to my whole trip home.  He heard me singing along with 

the radio.  He heard me suggesting that some of my fellow companions 

on the road could do with driving lessons.  he heard me talking to 

myself about the events of the day.  When I pulled into the garage he 

was waiting for me doubled over with laughter.  Likewise Terry and 
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Mary thought it was a very funny thing too.  At first I felt a tendency 

toward humiliation then I changed and joined them in a good laugh.  I 

felt a lot lighter after a difficult day.  Sometimes you gotta laugh.

. . .



AND I DIDN’T KNOW IT
A Sermon On Genesis 28:10-19a

July 17, 2005
David G. Gladstone

“Surely the Lord is in this place – and I didn’t know it!”

 

The journey of Jacob from Beer-sheba toward Haran presents 

more than meets the ear on first hearing.  Mixed in with the dust and 

the dirt of any ancient journey is the spiritual and emotional messiness 

of someone (Jacob by name) navigating their way from childishness 

to responsibility, from selfishness to selflessness and from immediacy 

to constancy.  It is a journey described in images of hardness and 

discomfort – where a rock becomes a pillow and later in the story 

where wrestling with God leaves Jacob wounded and limping.  Amidst 

all of this hardness and discomfort, it is also a story of an awakening 

to God’s presence and an acceptance of God’s purpose by Jacob who 

once prided himself as one able to con his way through life.

You remember Jacob.  He is one of two sons born to Isaac and 

Rebecca.  He is the one who cheated his lame-brained elder (by a few 

minutes) brother Esau out of his birthright.  He is the one who took 

advantage of his elderly father’s blindness pretending to be Esau and 

conning his father into pronouncing the blessing belonging to Esau 

upon Jacob.  In short, Jacob is a scoundrel, but he is also the one upon 
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whom God’s promise to Abraham now depends.  Jacob’s journey 

to Haran marks the beginning of Jacob’s embrace of the inheritance 

thrust upon him.  It is not an acceptance that comes instantly but 

rather is an awakening that deepens as the journey continues.  It is an 

acceptance that disturbs his sleep and opens his eyes to things he never 

imagined and that demands more of him than he ever thought possible.  

In the end Jacob turns from his trickster ways, recognizes the claim 

God has placed upon his life and declares, “Surely the Lord is in this 

place – and I did not know it.  This is nothing less than the house of 

God, and this is the gate of Heaven.”

The piece of this story that captures my attention is the 

difficulty, the hardness and the discomfort of the journey all of which 

leads Jacob to discover God in the process.  

I have had frequent conversations in recent months with people who 

remark on the difficulties we have faced as a congregation.  In the 

past week I have been blessed with the genuine concern members 

of this church have expressed to me and my family as we deal with 

the difficulty of my mother’s current illness.  This church has been 

most understanding as Terry and I have traveled up and down I-75 to 

Traverse City so that we could share the burden of difficult decisions 

with my three sisters.  I have sat in planning meetings as ambitious 

plans for ministry in this church crash up against the hard reality of our 

financial resources.  I have listened as some have expressed sincere 



22

With The Confidence of the People of God

concern that we may have bitten off more ministry than we can chew.  

The danger in times of personal trouble or congregational challenge is 

that we will become so focused on the difficulties we face that we will 

not be aware of the presence of God working in the midst of all the 

trouble.

 Yesterday, at my mother’s bedside in Traverse City, my sisters 

and I saw our mother in a new light of appreciation for the loving 

parent she has been to each of us for all these years.  After all the 

difficulty of deciding what to do we had her settled in the place we 

all agree is best for her and we were able to sense the presence of 

God with us once again.  Back here at the church I learned that the 

resources we have put behind Kids Discovery Network has resulted 

in maximum enrollment.  That means that we now meet the Detroit 

Conference guidelines for child to adult ratio and we cannot take on 

more children in the program unless we get more trained adult leaders.  

The program has tripled since last year.  That is good news, but that 

does not mean as much to me as the greeting I get from our KDN kids 

as I walk to my car after an evening meeting.  You see God has been 

in this program from the very beginning and I didn’t know it because 

I was so concerned about those who say we are spending too much 

money on too few kids.

How I wish you could have been with us on the Youth Mission Trip 

to Newberry.  Though small in number, you have never seen a harder 
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working group of young people.  On the day that I left to return to Port 

Huron we stopped at the home of a young mother who has become the 

foster mother for eight children from the area.  One of those children is 

an abused baby who was shaken nearly to the point of death before she 

was removed from her home and placed with this foster family.  We 

delivered a sand box we had made so that the play yard God’s Country 

Cooperative Parish was building for them could be completed.  As we 

were building it I did not think that building a sand box was much of 

a mission project.  But the look on the faces of those children told me 

that God’s love was in every grain of sand that box could hold.

“Surely the Lord is in this place – and I did not know it.  

This is nothing less than the house of God, and this is the gate of 

Heaven.”

 This was the first week our staff has been together since David 

Webb’s arrival.  It has been a great week of getting to know one 

another and of planning for great ministry in the name of Jesus the 

Christ.  It is still true that our present level of giving is not sufficient to 

sustain this staff arrangement for very long, but you should have heard 

the plans that God put before us.  David is at work seeking out our 

youth.  We have plans for a Wednesday mid week multi generational 

program each week this fall.  Nancy has great plans for transforming 

the look of our Sunday School area so that children can see that this 

is their special place.  When she and her crew are finished, the door 
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to each class room will be transformed into a door to special shops 

and exciting opportunities for children.  The hallway will look like an 

ordinary portal but I can tell you it will be nothing less than the gate of 

heaven for all of the young Christian hearts who will be nurtured there.

 Just as in the story of Jacob with his rock hard pillow and his 

wrestling with God and the resulting limp, I declare to you that in 

the midst of our present discomfort God is at work.  I pray that our 

awakening to the presence of God will be as profound as Jacob’s.  I 

pray that we will come to the day when we will cast off our concerns 

for the difficulties we face to discover that God has been and is at 

work all along.  As a pastor serving this congregation, I do not seek 

to dictate any particular outcome or plan of action in this church or in 

any congregation I serve.  I desire only to journey with you and in my 

role as pastor point out that facing the challenges before us prayerfully 

and together may in fact turn out to be the place we become aware of 

God being with us.  I believe that following this restless night; with a 

rock as our pillow, we may awaken to declare with Jacob, “Surely the 

Lord is in this place – and we did not know it.”  If that is the case we 

shall declare, “How awesome!  This is nothing less than the gate of 

heaven.”

THANKS BE TO GOD.



“LIMPING INTO THE FUTURE”
A Sermon on Genesis 32:22-32
David G. Gladstone
June 27, 1993

 Several weeks ago on that wonderful Sunday following Annual 

Conference - a Sunday in which we had much to celebrate and little time 

to really enter into the scripture for the day - we began to look in Genesis 

at the story of Esau and Jacob.  Perhaps you will remember that Jacob 

and Esau were twins born just seconds apart, first Esau and then Jacob 

literally clinging to Esau’s heal.  That doesn’t seem to us like a significant 

difference, but in the Hebrew world of the day it was very significant.  

Being the first born, even if only by seconds, gave Esau the right of 

primogeniture.  As the eldest he was to inherit everything from their father 

Issac.  But Esau is very human and like many of us he did not value very 

highly that which he was to receive so easily.  So, coming in from hunting 

one day and being hungry to the point of being famished, Esau encounters 

Jacob preparing a pot of stew and demands that Jacob serve him some.  

But Jacob was clever and relinquished the stew only after Esau agreed to 

surrender his birthright.  This part of the story ends with a terse comment,  

“THUS DID ESAU DESPISE HIS BIRTHRIGHT.”

 Genesis is a wonderful book precisely because it puts the great 

questions of faith and God’s relationship to humanity into the story of 
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people trying to get by in a difficult and hostile world.  This story of Jacob 

and Esau is not about who shall inherit the family farm. It is the story of 

how difficult it has always been for people to trust that God will in fact 

fulfill what God has promised.  It is the story of how anxiety and fear can 

lead us to give up that which is rightly ours. Above all it is the story of how 

our quest to be the favored one destroys our relationship with those who in 

reality are our siblings, our brothers and sisters.

 In the weeks since June 13th the scripture readings have spun out 

this long story.  They told how Jacob having tricked his brother fled in fear 

for his life.  They led us through the years of Jacob’s exile and his struggles 

in the service of Laban, his marriage to Rachel and the birth of his family.  

Now with today’s scripture we come back to the most important piece 

of unfinished business - Jacob’s return and his encounter with Esau. The 

scripture from Genesis which we read today brings us back to the

story on the eve of that reunion.  Is it any wonder that Jacob spends a 

restless night.  He has been told that Esau approaches with four hundred 

of his men.  Even without the family farm Esau seems to have done quite 

well.  We know that Jacob is concerned about the encounter because the 

scripture tells us that he divided up his company into smaller groups and 

sent them on ahead with gifts to appease Esau.  Now the evening has come.  

Jacob is alone until a man comes and wrestles with him all through the 

night.  In the end Jacob receives a new name.  “You shall be called Israel, 
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for you have striven with God and with humans, and have prevailed.”  But 

there is a price.  In the struggle Jacob is injured and he is left with a mark 

of the struggle.  He is left with a limp and in the morning it is a wounded 

Jacob that arises to greet Esau.

 Now you may be thinking that at best this is a somewhat interesting 

story that has no bearing on today.  But think again. Any scripture that deals 

with human conflict, reconciliation and the fidelity of God has something 

to say to us today.

 Take the image of Jacob wrestling through the night for example.  

In the conflict, the struggle, between God and Humans Jacob is wounded.  

He walks forever with a limp.  Can there be anyone among us who in the 

struggle between God’s intentions and our desires has not been wounded?  

Everyone lives with a limp.  They are the signs of the wrestling in our 

lives that has frequently kept us up through the night.  Like Jacob about to 

reconcile with Esau, we too limp into the future.

 You can see this limp as we move together toward the week when 

we will house the homeless.  There is a struggle raging within many of us 

about that week.  I imagine that it has been the cause of several sleepless 

nights for a number of people.

What will they be like?  What might happen to our building?  Is there 
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danger here beyond what we can handle?  What if there is trouble?  What 

if everything doesn’t go just right?  These are the human voices within 

ourselves.  They reflect our anxieties and our uncertainty that God can 

really work through us.  On the other side God’s voice speaks out.  We 

know it well.  “If you love me, feed my sheep.” “Whatever you have done 

for the least of my children its the same as if you did it for me.”  “Love 

your neighbor as yourself.”

 A limp is almost always a reminder of our weakness.  In a struggle, 

injury always comes at the point of weakness and it last for a long time to 

remind us that we are not perfect.  In the morning Jacob limps off to meet 

with Esau.  In July we will limp into the week to face our brothers and 

sisters.  It does not matter to me that we limp.  It only matters to me that 

we prevail.

 It is important to jump ahead of today’s passage and take a peek 

at what happens when Jacob and Esau meet.  Jacob is fearful that Esau 

will try to get even.  Jacob wonders if there is more danger present than he 

can handle.  He protects the women and children and then going on ahead 

of them he approaches Esau and falls down at his feet.  No doubt he was 

expecting the worst. To

his surprise Esau picks him up and embraces him and they are reconciled.  

Jacob expected an enemy but he discovered a long lost brother.
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 Brothers and sisters we are living this story. For a long time we 

have lived as the favored ones. We cannot deny it.  The poorest among 

us is wealthy beyond the imagination of most of the world’s people. 

We approach July expecting to meet an enemy.  A voice cries within us, 

“Protect yourself.  There is danger here.”  But, just like Jacob, we have 

wrestled through the night.  We bear the marks of that struggle, and now 

we limp ahead. I believe that in this encounter we will not find enemies 

but rather brothers and sisters.

 Through the struggle and in his woundedness Jacob is transformed.  

He receives a new name in keeping with his new self.  But he continues 

to limp.  So it is with our discipleship. We wrestle with God and with our 

human selves and in the process we are transformed.  But there is always 

a little reminder of our weaknesses, a little limp that accompanies our 

journey. But the message is clear. Birthright has nothing to do with status 

and position. It is not something we can trick others out of.  God’s love 

is ours.  God’s love is theirs. God’s love is everyone’s.  There is plenty 

to go around. It can even come through us, and in the process though we 

expected and enemy we will discover a friend, a brother, a sister.

THANKS BE TO GOD!!



THE TROUBLE OF FORGIVENESS
A Sermon On Genesis 45:1 – 15

August 14, 2005
David G. Gladstone

 “I am your brother, Joseph, whom you sold into Egypt.  And 
now do not be distressed, or angry with yourselves, because you sold 
me here; for God sent me before you to preserve life…” Genesis 45:5

Regarding forgiveness, I am frequently asked, “After I forgive, 

how can I forget?”    The question begs a thoughtful response. We 

live in a culture where forgiveness and forgetfulness are frequently 

thought of as two parts of the same thing. Imagine my delight then 

when I discovered that August would take us into the Genesis story of 

Joseph and his impressive conflict with his brothers.  Today we have 

come to the story at the point where Joseph finally reveals who he is 

and his brothers, the Perps in contemporary police language, stand face 

to face with Joseph, the victim.  If anyone had a right to be angry and a 

right to revenge it was Joseph. 

You remember the story.  Years earlier, jealous at the attention 

Joseph received from Father Jacob, his brothers conspired to kill 

him.  They had a change of heart at the last minute so rather than kill 

him they decided to sell him into slavery.  They sell him to a passing 

caravan then they take his beautiful coat, the symbol of their jealousy, 

smear it with goat’s blood and tell their father a cock and bull story 
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about Joseph being attacked by a wild beast.  The ruse is successful.  

Jacob swallows it hook, line and sinker.  The brothers are pleased 

with themselves to be rid of Joseph.  Joseph lands in Egypt where 

after a period of suffering and uncertainty he begins to rebuild his life 

as an advisor to Pharaoh.  He is placed in charge of preparing for the 

coming famine.  The famine hits. Egypt is the only place with any 

food.  Jacob and the boys back home are starving and the boys travel 

to Egypt seeking help.  In Egypt they encounter Joseph once again 

only they do not recognize him.  Years have passed since they sold 

him to the caravan.  Joseph toys with them for a while.  He pretends to 

catch them stealing.  He holds the youngest son, Benjamin, hostage.  

But after a time he can no longer contain himself and he reveals that 

he is their brothers and tells them to send for Dad so that they can all 

ride out the famine in Egypt together.  This is the moment of today’s 

scripture.

Try to imagine what is going on in the hearts of the brothers at 

the moment Joseph reveals himself.  They have kept a secret all these 

years and now their pretense is demolished.  They never imagined they 

might have to face their victim and account for their actions, but here 

they are.  I imagine they might be feeling something like what Bill 

Clinton felt at the moment he was told that Monica kept the blue dress.  

The jig is up.  Their cover is blown.  There is nothing to do but stand 

and take the punishment you know is coming.
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 Its what comes that is instructive to us. Remember the 

question? After I forgive, how can I forget?  If we were writing this 

story today you know where it would probably go.  The headlines 

would read, “Estranged brother sues siblings for abandonment.”  

Or, “Disgruntled government official guns down brothers then 

commits suicide.”  But we are not writing this story today and 

Joseph’s response to his brothers carries far more power than any 

mindless act of revenge ever could.  Listen to his words again. “I am 

your brother, Joseph, whom you sold into Egypt.  And now do not be 

distressed, or angry with yourselves, because you sold me here; for 

God sent me before you to preserve life…”  

There is no forgetfulness in Joseph’s forgiveness.  He does not 

say, “I am your brother Joseph and I do not remember what you did 

to me.”    Later, at the very end of the Joseph saga, at the moment of 

Jacob’s death, a similar situation presents itself.  At that moment the 

brothers are worried now that Dad is dead that Joseph will want his 

revenge upon them.  But Joseph bears the marks of one truly healed.  

At the end of the story he reassures his brothers once again and then 

says, “Do not be afraid!  Am I in the place of God?  Even though you 

intended to do harm to me, God intended it for good.”  

The point is this.  Forgiveness does not pretend that nothing 

happened.  Forgiveness comes when we turn what happened over 

to God and allow God to transform it from an evil to a good.  True 
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forgiveness, healing forgiveness, forgiveness that reopens our future 

acknowledges the past and liberates us from it.  I do not mean that it 

is good to be hurt.  I do not mean that God causes people to be abused 

in order to strengthen them.  I do not mean that we should be grateful 

victims.  I do mean that there is nothing in this life that can separate us 

from the love of God and there is nothing in this life that God cannot 

overcome.  The past cannot be rewritten.  It should not be forgotten.  

The past may inform, but it need not enslave.  One may be victimized, 

but no one need live as a victim for the rest of his or her life.

This is not a trivial matter in our world where we hold 

victimization in high esteem.  Milosovitch sought to cleanse all 

Albanians from Kosovo by recalling a 13th century defeat as though it 

happened yesterday.  Jerry Springer would be a nobody if it were not 

for the endless supply of people seeking to proclaim their status as 

victims.  I am not denying the very real human hurts that exist.  I am 

simply saying that understanding ourselves primarily as victims is not 

of God.  God would not have us stuck there.

Likewise we live in a world with a very shallow understanding 

of forgiveness.  The phrase, “Forgive and forget.” rolls easily from our 

mouths.  Often the phrase comes from those seeking our forgiveness.  

But the request to forgive and forget usually comes from someone 

with a vested interest in restoring the status quo.  It may come directly 

from the one who has hurt us.  It is almost always an invitation to stay 
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shackled to the way things have always been.  A request to forgive and 

forget usually has more to do with assuaging the victimizer’s sense of 

guilt than it does with transforming the victim’s life. 

 This is not the forgiveness modeled by Joseph and it is not the 

forgiveness God offers to us.  Forgiveness without transformation is 

simply cheap grace.  Cheap grace demands nothing, changes nothing 

and transforms nothing.  God does not forgive in order that we might 

sin all the more.  God’s forgiveness does not ignore our transgressions.  

God’s forgiveness cancels them out.  God forgives in order that our 

relationship to God may have a new foundation.  The same is true as 

we seek to forgive one another.  When someone authentically seeks 

forgiveness from another they do not ask to pretend like nothing 

happened.  Instead they ask if whatever happened could be released in 

order that the relationship may be reestablished on a new foundation.  

So let’s return to the original question. After I forgive, how 

can I forget? The answer is, you can’t.  The past can never be erased.   

But we need not erase the past in order to be released from the past.  

As my friend Bill Ritter likes to say, “Forgiveness is not about making 

you feel good about your past.  Forgiveness is about reopening your 

future.”  Present the truth of your life before God.  Let God cancel the 

evil and transform it into good.  It was true for Joseph.  May it be so 

for all of us.  THANKS BE TO GOD.



BREAD IN THE DESERT
A Sermon on Exodus16:2-15

September 19, 1999
David G. Gladstone

“I am going to rain bread from heaven for you, and each day 
the people shall go out and gather enough for that day.” Exodus 16:4

In 1984 Terry and I packed up the two kids and using a 

U-Haul truck towing the largest U-Haul trailer it could pull we moved 

ourselves to Downers Grove, Illinois.  It was the closest thing in our 

lives to stepping out into the wilderness.  It was a terrible trip as I 

have since learned that almost all moves are.  It was August and that 

particular day was the hottest day of the year.  Terry drove the car and 

pulled our old Apache trailer.  Mary sat in the car seat beside her.  I 

drove the truck with five year old Carl in the seat beside me.  The 

difficulty of the day was tempered a little by the sense of adventure 

that filled our hearts.  We did not know precisely what awaited us in 

Illinois, but it was a stepping out and our hopes were high.

One of the anxieties of that move was that our house in Livonia 

did not sell before we had to leave.  We took off for Illinois with the 

house still on the market and only enough in our savings to make 

two more house payments at the most.  We were renting a house in 

Woodridge, Illinois and Terry had given up her employment in order 

for us to make the move.  Carrying two house payments and Terry still 
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looking for work meant that we were going to be in trouble real soon.  

I remember the day I wrote the mortgage check that exhausted our 

savings account.  As I slipped the check in the envelope and sealed it I 

said to Terry, “This is it.  If that house does not sell we will be unable 

to make the next payment.  There is no more money.”  Later that very 

day our realtor from Michigan, Jack Reau, called to tell us he had 

received a firm offer on our Michigan house.  Before the month was up 

the house was gone.

The story of the Israelites in the wilderness and God’s 

determination to provide bread in the desert had never meant much 

to me in my life.  The phrase, “God will provide.” was something 

my Grandmother might say.  I understood myself to be much too self 

reliant to take that phrase seriously.  Grandma might say, “God will 

provide.”  I would reply, “The Lord helps those who help themselves.”  

But the experience of not knowing how we were going to make that 

next payment and the astonishing coincidence of the house selling 

on the very day we exhausted our savings really got my attention.  A 

cynic would scoff and say it was just luck.  But I have learned that 

we chose how to interpret our lives and the things that happen to 

us.  I have chosen to see God’s hand in that occurrence.  I choose to 

understand the flow of my life as connected to a purposeful God.  If 

we are to find bread in the desert places of our lives we must first 

choose to understand ourselves in that way.  Either we are just a 
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collection of lucky or unlucky people wandering through the desert, or 

we are on a purposeful journey at the invitation of a sustaining God.  

We cannot have it both ways.  The former is just too haphazard for 

me – too random and devoid of meaning.  The latter offers a web of 

connectedness to my life and offers strength for the journey.

I think that what puts us off about the idea of manna in the 

wilderness is that taken to its extreme it seems to say that we are not 

responsible for or involved in our own well being.  There have been 

people who have taken this story so literally that they have ceased to 

do anything for themselves.  But there is something really ludicrous 

about imagining the God of the universe deciding what should go 

on my grocery list, or what I should eat for breakfast.  Remember 

always that the manna in the desert was provided as a test to see if the 

Israelites would continue on the wilderness journey on which God had 

placed them.  The message of this story is not that we can sit back and 

wait for God to provide.  The message is that God will sustain those 

who stay the course. There are two sides to the bargain.  God will 

sustain those who remain faithful to the journey.

Back to Illinois.  The little lesson I learned the day I wrote the 

check that exhausted our savings would get much more serious a few 

years later.  The adventure of our move to Illinois eventually turned 

into a nightmare.  The new home in the new place never materialized.  

Illinois turned out to be an ever-deepening wilderness for us, 



38

With The Confidence of the People of God

especially for me.  There came to be many days when I wondered what 

had possessed me to leave Michigan.  That is when my understanding 

of bread in the desert became much more mature.  I was at that point 

in my journey when it was a challenge to just get out of bed.  Every 

morning I would wake up and wonder just how I might find the 

strength to get through another day.  But the nourishment needed was 

all around me.  It had rained down from heaven in the form of my 

wife, Terry, and our children who fed my weary soul and who nursed 

my wounded heart and confidence.  Their love kept me on the journey 

to which God had called me – the journey that eventually brought 

me to this pulpit.  That is the thing we often forget about bread in the 

desert.  The desert is most often a desert of the heart and the bread we 

need is most often the love of those that God has placed near to us.  It 

is not a ground breaking theological thought to remember that the love 

of God comes to us through the love we share with one another.  

How eager I am that we should understand this.  We are pretty 

deep into the wilderness right now and the question of whether we 

have the strength to make it through is very real in our hearts.  We 

are watching every penny trying to make it to the end of this building 

renovation.  We may not be able to achieve all of our goals.  The 

divider walls in the Program Center may have to wait.  On top of all 

that, once the building is complete, this congregation will be more 

profoundly in debt that at any other time in its history.  I’ve never 
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walked deeper into the wilderness with any other congregation.  

Sometimes I worry about the resources needed to keep us going.  But 

then I remember that this project is not just a project to beautify an old 

building.  This project is about stepping out into unknown territory as 

God’s people.  It is about equipping ourselves to make a difference 

in the lives of others.  It is about following where God has called us 

rather than sitting back to watch the closing credits.  I don’t know 

where the resources are going to come from, but I am convinced we 

are on the right journey. Besides, we have traveled too far.  There is 

no going back.  But every morning I walk into this church at 8:30 to 

discover that the resources to get through the coming day have rained 

down upon us during the night.  Those resources come in the form of 

people of tremendous heart and profound faith.  It comes in the form 

of those who see the journey clearly and are not put off by the depth 

of the wilderness.  We just have to train our eyes to see it.  Remember, 

the Israelites seeing bread in the desert asked, “What is it?”  For they 

did not know what it was.  Moses answered, “It is the bread that the 

Lord has given you to eat.”  Look around.  It’s everywhere. THANKS  

BE TO GOD.



“BEYOND IDOLATRY”
A Sermon on Exodus 32:1-14

David G. Gladstone
October 9, 2005

 

 When I was much younger I was quite certain that I understood what 

idolatry was.  After all I had viewed that great Hollywood extravaganza 

“The Ten Commandments” and watched with self-righteous horror as 

members of the screen actors guild recreated the scene described in the text 

we have just read.  In my mind idolatry had to do with worshiping statues, 

usually some weird statue with the body of a human and the head of a 

goat or something like that.  The very idea was silly and repulsive to me.  

Besides everyone knows that as soon as the revelry begins Moses is sure 

to come down off that mountain and throw a Hebrew hissy-fit.  Idolatry 

was a problem in ancient times, but I had never seen any altars built before 

the image of a golden calf in my home town.  When I asked my protestant 

adult role models about idolatry they usually mumbled something about 

the Roman Catholic church and bathtub grottos in someone’s back yard, 

but I got the distinct impression that this was a worn out concern from their 

childhood that they would just as soon forget. As far as I was concerned 

idolatry was a problem for Moses and Aaron and the tribes of ancient 

Israel.  Thank goodness that was one less worry for Christians of the mid 

twentieth century.

 Now that I am older I am not so certain that I have this idolatry thing 
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quite so under control.  A couple of years ago during Annual Conference 

I remember a very intense debate.  Someone was earnestly pleading with 

the conference to adopt a policy requiring a literal interpretation of all 

scripture.  They were passionate in their presentation.  They declared 

that scripture was the very word of God, as though God had taken pen 

in hand and beginning with Genesis and ending with Revelation created 

a best seller.  I was quite caught up in their presentation; especially in 

their description of what was in store for us should we fail to take this 

viewpoint.  They were vivid in their description of many things common 

to modern experience which they declared went against God’s holy word.  

It was real fire and brimstone stuff and I could feel the fear building within 

me.  The person beside me seemed rather calm throughout the presentation 

and when it was over he turned to me and spoke one word.  “Idolatry,” he 

said.  “What?” I replied.

 “Idolatry.” he repeated. “He has just told us to make scripture an 

idol.”  Suddenly the whole issue of idolatry was born anew within me.  

How could scripture be idolatrous? I let my companion have the final 

word.  He began to explain, “God is in scripture, but scripture is not God.  

He has urged us to make scripture the object of our worship.  The fault 

does not lie in scripture.  The fault lies in us. We are afraid that God is 

distant so we direct our worship to something near and concrete.  That 

is idolatry.”  On that day I realized that idolatry is alive and well before 

contemporary Christians.  I have lost the confidence of my youth.
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 We live in an age when God often seems distant and remote.  We 

long for someone like Moses to bridge that gap, to connect us with the 

holy.  But like the ancient Hebrews we grow anxious and afraid.  It is fear 

that drives us to idolatry.  For years we lived with the fear that nuclear 

war would destroy the world. We wanted to trust that God would work 

to redeem the world.  But God was hard to find in the tensions of the 

Cold War.  So we worked to create our own salvation.  We put our trust 

in the weapons of war and we worshiped at the altar of Mutually Assured 

Destruction.  Some will argue that it worked.  They point to the end of the 

Cold War as proof.  Maybe they are right.  But our quest for security took 

on many of the qualities of idolatry.  God seemed distant so we created 

our own God.  We turned from the God of Love and knelt before the god 

of superior fire power.

 Thus it is with idolatry. God seems remote even uncaring so in 

fear we look for other gods, gods that are near and concrete, gods that will 

deliver us from our fears. Some fear failure so they worship before the god 

of success.  Others fear that they are inadequate so they worship before 

the god of possessions and status. Many fear impotency and they worship 

before the god of power and manipulation. The list is endless.  Worship 

driven by fear is the hallmark of idolatry. It was fear that drove the Hebrew 

people to melt down their rings and fashion a golden calf.  It is in fear that 

we are driven to idolatry.  Our idols look different, but they are idols none 
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the less.

 I want to bring this closer to home.  I believe that idolatry is alive 

and well within the United Methodist Church.  We have become a great 

institution and for a while life was easy. Build a church, open its doors 

and people flocked in. Once our denomination boasted over ten million 

members at a time when the population of the United States was less than 

150,000,000 people. That means that nearly one in every twenty people 

was a Methodist. Today United Methodists number less than eight million 

in a population of nearly 300 million people. That’s a ratio of one United 

Methodist in every thirty-three people.  A situation like that will give any 

institution the willies.  We have a massive case of institutional anxiety over 

our drop in membership. The lives of many churches hang in the balance 

not to mention the gainful employment of hundreds if not thousands of 

clergy.

   In this anxiety God has seemed distant indeed. Churches that 

never used to lock their doors in the middle of the week now find they 

must hire guards to watch the cars of Sunday worshipers. We feel swept 

up into the massive problems of society. Where once we thought we had 

a privileged position above all the trouble we now find ourselves feeling 

victimized along with the rest.  It is a fearful situation and no Moses 

appears ready to come down from the mountain to deliver a word from 

the one true God. It is a situation ripe for building idols. In the absence of 

Moses we cry, “Come, make gods for us, who will go before us.”
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 In many ways our obsession with church growth has become 

idolatrous.  Often we are motivated not by our desire to re-present Christ 

and the God of love to a hurting fearful people. Instead we are motivated 

by the fear that we are alone and that if we don’t do something pretty soon 

we will be gone.  We turn our signs perpendicular to the road and attend 

countless workshops on marketing the church to a secular world. Some of 

this helps.  A recent study revealed that of 100 people who attend church 

regularly, two were attracted by program and promotional strategies.  What 

we forget is that eighty of that one hundred responded that they became 

a part of the church because someone in the church invited them.  When 

was the last time you invited someone to come to church with you?

 I love the United Methodist Church and I love this United Methodist 

congregation in particular. I pray everyday that through the work of this 

church people will discover the love of God that is theirs for the taking.  

I long for sanctuaries that are filled with joyful thankful people nurturing 

one another in discipleship.  I rejoice in the love of God expressed through 

our missions and our beautiful and diverse ministries. I will work for ways 

that we can be more hospitable and welcoming to a suspicious world, but I 

will worship no long out of fear at the altar of church growth.  I pray every 

day that God will deliver us from the anxiety over whether we will live or 

die and remind us once again that the only way to gain life is to loose our 

life to the gospel of Jesus the Christ.  Who cares if we live or die if in our 

time we are living the love of God revealed to us in the gospel?
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 Idolatry is driven by fear but we serve a God of love.  If God 

seems distant maybe it’s because we’ve been looking for love in all the 

wrong places.  The good news is that God is with us.  We are not alone. 

Jesus did not come into the world to preserve the world but to change the 

world. Success may never be ours but love is already ours, to take and 

give away. Jesus calls us beyond fear, beyond idolatry into a life of love.  

THANKS BE TO GOD.



“A Glimpse Of God’s Backside”
A Sermon On Exodus 33:12-23
David G. Gladstone
September 26, 1993

 Four weeks ago I was given a gift.  It came 

from my aunt on the weekend my grandmother was 

moved to a nursing home in Battle Creek.  Aunt 

Doris had had the responsibility of cleaning out 

Grandma’s apartment in Paw Paw.  It was a difficult 

job as many of you who have had the experience know 

very well.  Grandma could only take a very few 

things to her new home.  What remained had to be 

distributed among her children and grandchildren 

for safe keeping.  I was given several boxes of 

small items, pictures, knickknacks etc..  Much of 

it I will share with my sisters and mother.  There 

were literally hundreds of color slides that I 

hope to transfer to video and give away as family 

gifts.  But one item was extra special.  I’m sure 

I will let my sisters see it.  Maybe I’ll even 

let them examine it for a while, but this item 

is staying with me.  It may be a fight.  I have no 

special claim to it other than I saw it first and 
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I’m the oldest and I’m the son. If those assertions 

don’t start a family feud I’ll be surprised.

The object of my possessiveness is a small brown 

book. It is in fact a diary. It is my father’s 

diary which he began on January 1, 1941.  He had 

just turned 13.

 The book is fragile and brittle.  The binding 

is broken and the first few pages fall out into your 

hands.  Its one of those five year diaries with 

each page representing a specific day and a small 

section of each page designated for each year from 

1941 to 1945.  Four lines is all the space provided 

for each day, but each page represents a glimpse 

across five years of my father’s adolescence.

 My father’s adolescence.  In my mind I have 

always accepted that my parents were young once. But 

it was always a reasoned understanding, something 

accepted intellectually but never experienced 

first hand. Reading this diary was like opening the 

screen door to my father’s house and asking him 

to come out and play. January 2, 1941: “Weather: 
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windy and colder.  Not many at school today.  Too 

many sick with the flu and measles.  Took Christmas 

tree down.”  February 10, 1941: “I went over to 

Larry’s and stayed all night with him.  Boy did 

we have fun.”

I jumped ahead to December 7, 1941: “Japan attacked 

the Hawaiian Islands.” Dec. 8th: “Congress 

declared war on Japan today”  December 9: “Germany 

may declare war on us pretty soon.”  December 

10, 1941: “Weather cold and snowing. Didn’t have 

school all day.  Teacher sick.  Went to Larry’s 

all day. (Just about.)”

That was my Dad. When war erupts all around you 

there’s nothing like a good friend.

 The whole diary is heavy on weather reports 

and accounts of school and activities with friends.  

As literature it isn’t much.  As a matter of fact 

my father only kept the diary for slightly over a 

year.  After that my grandmother took it over and 

completed it through the end of 1945.  None the 

less reading the diary left me profoundly moved. 

It contains accounts of events that have been a 
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part of our family lore.  Reading about them from 

an entry made on the day of their happening helped 

me to feel like I had witnessed the event.

   Reading the diary taught me once again that 

life is lived in little pieces and not big chunks.  

I think the most powerful metaphor for life is 

that of a journey.  Reading that diary allowed me 

to step out of line and circle back to walk with 

my father through the little moments of his youth. 

It was a special opportunity.

 By now most of you are rightly asking what 

all of this has to do with Moses and the Exodus 

passage we shared today.  Fair enough. Moses has 

been called on a long and difficult journey to 

lead the Hebrew people out of Egypt and into the 

promised land.

Moses is in conversation with the Lord demanding 

to know who God has assigned to accompany Moses 

on the journey. Moses is quite insistent that he 

expects someone to go with him.  After all he says 

to the Lord, “You have called us by name and told 
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us that we have found favor in your sight.”  “I 

know” says the Lord, “Therefore I will personally 

accompany you on this journey.”  “Right.” says 

Moses. “Don’t play games with me.  Don’t tell me 

that you will personally go with us if you don’t 

mean it.”  “But I do mean it.” says the Lord.  “If 

you mean it,” replies Moses, “then show me your 

glory. Let me see you walking with me.”  “Well 

now, that’s a problem.” says the Lord. “You cannot 

see my face.  No one shall see me and live. But 

here is something I can do. Go to this place on 

the rock and stand in this big crack.  It will 

protect you.  Furthermore as I pass by I will 

cover your eyes with my hands, but when I have 

passed by I will take away my hand and you shall 

see my back.”

 A glimpse of God’s backside is the only 

assurance Moses receives.  In truth it is all 

that any of us has to go on.  Looking directly 

at God is not possible.  How I wish this were not 

so.  In the sixties a popular Episcopal priest 

named Malcom Boyd published a book of prayers 
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entitled, “Are You Running With Me Jesus?” Many 

people objected to the title.  They thought a 

more properly humble title would have been “Am 

I Running With You Jesus?”  But Malcom Boyd was 

adamant. He insisted that faith required stepping 

out on the journey with the constant uncertainty 

that we are headed in the right direction. His 

title expressed the faith that God was companion 

rather than guide.

We long for more certainty in life, but faith by 

definition does not include certainty.  We look to 

meet God face to face but must be satisfied with 

a glimpse in the wake of God’s passing. We are 

never in the position to say this is God.  We are 

always looking after the fact and realizing God 

has already passed through.

 I believe that God understands this is a 

problem for us.  I believe it is one of the reasons 

Jesus came to live among us and died among us and 

was resurrected among us.  In Jesus the Christ we 

know that God’s presence goes with us and we know 

that even death is no obstacle to God.  Jesus has 
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shown us how to detect God’s presence.  Look for 

the trail of love.  Wherever there is love we have 

seen God. We catch a glimpse of God’s backside 

every time someone takes a moment to listen and 

understand another’s pain, every time someone 

stands up for justice in the face of evil, every 

time someone extends a healing hand to another who 

is wounded in body or spirit.  Look for the trail 

of love and you will have seen God.

 Back to my father’s diary. Dad’s life did not 

turn out the way he had hoped.  Most of our lives 

do not.  He never recovered from being unjustly 

fired from a job he worked so hard to complete.  I 

knew my father as an adult.  I loved him as did we 

all, but we all knew his personal pain and hurt 

first hand.  When he died in 1980 at the age of 52 

it was a blow that still hurts.

But throughout my father’s life one can see a 

steady trail of love.  The diary introduced me 

to my father as a child with a friend named Larry 

and a fondness for Jack Benny.  It was early in 

his journey of life, but God is there.  I could 
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see God’s backside in the love he received and in 

the love he extended to us.  The good news is that 

God has promised to accompany us on this journey.  

We may never see God face to face.  I doubt that 

we could survive it.  But we have seen God’s 

backside.  Look for the trail of love. Thanks be 

to God.



Giving Up Tired Gods
A Sermon On Joshua 24:1-3, 14-25

November 7, 1999
David G. Gladstone

“Choose this day whom you will serve....as for me and my household, we 
will serve the Lord.”

 Approximately 3,200 years ago the Hebrew people moved across 

the Jordan into what they regarded as the promised land.  This was the 

land they believed God had promised to their ancestor Abraham.  This 

was the land they had struggled to reach through forty years of wandering 

in the wilderness.  This was the land that was reported to contain “Giants” 

by the first scouts sent across the river to investigate; prompting some of 

the Hebrew people to suggest that perhaps the wilderness was not such a 

bad place after all.  “Maybe we should stay here.  The wilderness has a 

beauty all its own. We could build a log cabin, learn to raise our own 

vegetables, hunt and fish and live off the land, build a commune and 

declare ourselves to be a tax free zone.”

 Joshua had been one of those scouts sent across the river to 

investigate the land.  Joshua along with Caleb had never bought the report 

of “giants”.  Joshua and Caleb refused to give in to the conspiracy theories 

of the day and eventually led the Hebrew people through the conquest of 
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Cannan.

 I say conquest because there is a fact that we often forget as 

we romanticize the entry of the Hebrew people into the land promised 

to Abraham.  The land was not empty.  A great many people already 

lived there and they were quite happy with the lives they had made for 

themselves, thank you very much.  No one had told them that this land 

which had been theirs for centuries had been promised to someone else.  If 

someone had done a proper title search they might have learned of Jacob 

(later called Israel) and his dysfunctional family who once dwelt in this 

land but had left centuries ago for better times in Egypt.  The fact is that 

when the tribes of Israel showed up and suddenly announced, “We’re 

back.” the Cannanites were mightily unimpressed.  It might be something 

like what some of us feel when we read about a group of Native Americans 

announcing that they intend to reassert their claim to Manhattan. A common 

response would be, “Yeah, right. Over our dead bodies.”

 And so it was.  The book of Joshua is the story of the Hebrew 

people and the conquest of the land of Cannan.  It is filled with tales of 

battle and intrigue, walls that tumble down at the blowing of trumpets and 

a prostitute who turns against her own people.  A perverted reading of this 

book was used to justify the concept of Manifest Destiny in the American 

west suggesting that as with the Hebrew conquest of Cannan it was God’s 
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will that 18th and 19th century America commit genocide against our 

native people.

 Theologically, the book of Joshua presents me with many problems.  

I do not like the image of a God that uses war as a means to an end.  Why 

would God pit one people against another?  Are not atrocities committed 

in a divine cause atrocities none the less?  Where is the love and the grace 

and the forgiveness that is so central to my Christian perspective?  How can 

I claim this brutal scripture as a part of my (and our) spiritual heritage?

 Consider this. The struggle to conquer the land of Cannan is at 

least in part the struggle between two concepts of God.  By this time in 

Hebrew history the Hebrew people have come to know one true God.  

This God, Yahweh, translated in our Bibles as The Lord, is unlike all other 

gods.  This God was the spiritual foundation for all of life, both individual 

and corporate.  This God declared that all of life is holy and that all of life 

was to be lived under God’s direction.

 What a contrast with the god of the Cannanites.  The name for the 

Canaanite god was Baal.  Baal had many local manifestations but was 

variously a god of sun or a god of storm.  Baal was an occasional god, a 

god that was ignored until you wanted something or you were afraid of 

something. If the harvest was good you worshiped Baal.  If the harvest 
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was bad you sacrificed to Baal, usually a human sacrifice.  Baal was a 

familiar god.  a god that could be carved into an image and kept in your 

pocket.  Baal was a god that could be slapped onto whatever moment 

was at hand to receive praise or blame which ever was needed.  That is 

the real difference.  Baal was a God slapped onto life.  Yahweh was life.  

Life lived in relationship and covenant.  The 24th chapter of Joshua is the 

point at which the prophet declares its time to choose which God will be 

followed.

 It is a familiar choice.  We have not heard from Baal in many 

centuries yet many of us dedicate our lives to unworthy gods.  The football 

god comes to mind.  The god of money, the god of success, the god of 

power, the god of my cabin in the woods, the god of my children’s athletic 

ability. The list is long and varied.  Many of us scoff at the C. B. DeMill 

image of ancient Hebrew people writhing in worship before the image of 

a golden calf.  How primitive those ancient people were we think.  How 

unsophisticated.  We modern people know better.  Who in their right 

mind would worship a statue made by melting down Mom’s old jewelry?  

Certainly not us.



“LIVING WITH YOUR MOTHER-IN-LAW”
A Sermon on Ruth 1:1-18 and Mark 12:28-34
David G. Gladstone
October 30, 1994

 What is wrong with this picture? The sanctuary has been prepared 

with arrangements of long stemmed white roses.  The altar is beautifully 

arranged with open Bible and sterling silver unity candle.  There are long 

satin bows at the end of each pew lining the entire central aisle.  The 

organist plays the Pachelbell Cannon as guests enter and take their places 

on the right or the left.  A photographer officiously moves about the room 

looking down into a double lens reflex camera attached to a powerful 

electronic flash.  As the tower bell rings the hour the pastor walks in 

from the side dressed in black robe, holding a book of services in one 

hand. Behind him follow a Best Man and Groom wearing tuxedos for 

the first time since their high school senior prom.  A soloist stands and 

sings something from CATS or PHANTOM OF THE OPERA as the 

bridal party comes in from the back trying to walk slowly in spike heels. 

The Maid of Honor worries which will look worse - Walking secure and 

steady but out of time with the beat of the music or trying to walk with 

the beat and running the very real danger of falling flat on her well made 

up face. Finally the bride appears. The music changes.  Everyone stands 

up.  The wedding party comes together at the front of the church and the 

ceremony begins.  It is a magnificently beautiful moment in which we 

have all shared in one way or another whether we are ourselves married or 
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not.  Its beauty is undiminished by the awkwardness of the participants or 

by the extreme commonness of its occurrence. Still my question remains.  

WHAT IS WRONG WITH THIS PICTURE?

 The flaw in this picture is in the arrangement of the people standing 

at the altar.  The bride and groom are under the delusion that they marrying 

each other. They stand side by side holding hands and thinking that they 

are alone in this transformation while relatives and friends witness and 

congratulate. The truth is that the groom is also holding hands and entering 

into significant relationship with his beloved’s troubled and runaway 

sister - the one who stole anything of value she could get her hands on 

in the house before she disappeared nearly a year ago. For her part the 

bride should be holding hands with the groom’s grandmother who lies 

in a nursing home unable to recognize most of her visitors as she rocks 

back and forth cuddling a doll and believing that she is a sixteen year old 

girl again. To make this picture real instead of a fairy tale, to find God’s 

true presence in this event instead of just wishful thinking imagine the 

bride and groom’s entire families standing with them holding hands and 

exchanging vows.  One of the things I’ve learned as I approach my 100th 

wedding in this sanctuary is that whether they like it or not a wedding is a 

radical expansion of family for the couple speaking the vows.

 

 I was moved to consider this truth about a marriage as I lived with 

today’s Old Testament reading from Ruth.  This story always makes me 
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think of weddings. The trigger for that association is the beautiful words 

contained in the passage. Please excuse me as I revert to the more poetic 

King James version. “Whither thou goest, I will go.  Whither thou lodgest, 

I will lodge. Your people shall be my people. Your God my God. Whither 

thou diest, I will die.” For years these words set to a variety of musical 

settings were sung at nearly every wedding.  I have sung them in that 

context myself.  The soloist sings while the bride and groom gaze lovingly 

at each other seriously intending these words to be their words to each 

other.  The truth of course is that these are not their words to each other.  

These are not even words spoken by some other bride and groom to each 

other.  They are in fact words spoken by Ruth to express her devotion to 

her mother-in-law Naomi. As I sang these words I kept wondering if the 

bride would like to gaze fondly into the eyes of her groom’s mother. But 

of course no bride ever did. There was a time in my life when I would 

suppress a superior giggle at this innocent misuse of scripture. That is no 

longer the case.  The misuse is still real, but the truth about God present 

in the story of Ruth and in today’s gospel passage from Mark is made 

even more dramatic by the mistake.  God’s truth lurking in Ruth and in 

Mark is that in God’s plan we are called to a radical expansion of our 

understanding of family.

 The story of Ruth is the story of a Moabite woman Ruth whose 

Judean husband, his father and brother all die before she can bear a son. 
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The circumstances have left her with nothing - no status in the society, no 

security, nothing but her mother-in-law Naomi who is bent on returning to 

Judea where Ruth would be regarded as a vile Moabite to be shunned by 

all good Judeans.  But Naomi regards Ruth as family even though there 

was no requirement for her to do so. Together they return to Bethlehem and 

they eek out survival by gleaning the fields.  In good paternalistic ancient 

Hebrew fashion Ruth is eventually noticed by the rich and influential 

Boaz.  With the love and support of Naomi, Ruth presents herself to Boaz 

who wheels and deals to secure Ruth and Naomi’s inheritance and takes 

Ruth as his wife. The soap opera is complete when Ruth and Boaz have 

a son named Obed who would become the great grandfather of David 

and eventually an ancestor of Jesus of Nazareth. But the story could have 

stopped in Moab.  Nothing would have happened and God’s intentions 

would have been thwarted if there had not been in Ruth and Naomi’s 

relationship a radical expansion of their understanding of family.  If not 

that then no trip together to Judea, no meeting with Boaz in the threshing 

room, no baby Obed, no Jesse, no David, no Joseph and Mary traveling to 

Bethlehem for the census.

 Likewise in Mark as the scribes try desperately to trick Jesus with 

all manner of questions hoping to prove that he did not belong, Jesus 

comes back with the answer that they themselves have forgotten.  What 

is the first commandment?  “Hear O Israel; the Lord our God, the Lord 
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is one; you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all 

your soul, and with all your strength.” A great quote from Deuteronomy 

that every Hebrew child learned by heart. But Jesus does not stop.  He 

continues to quote. “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  “There is 

no other commandment greater than these.” declares Jesus. One scribe got 

the message. “This is much more important than all whole burnt offerings 

and sacrifices.”  “Right.” replied Jesus.  Now you are getting close to the 

kingdom of God.”

 Look around you. Isn’t it great to be here in the family of God. 

Do you not feel good when you enter this place to sing God’s praise?  But 

brothers and sisters part of our family is missing. There are some who are 

missing because they have run away consumed by their own fears. There 

are some who are missing because their physical condition prevents them 

from entering our building.  There are some who are missing because the 

fears and hatreds of this society have convinced us wrongly that we are 

enemies.  Some of us here today have been missing in the past because we 

have felt unworthy to be here.  But the good news is that God intends for 

all the world to be a family that loves one another and treats one another 

with love and respect.  

 What is wrong with this picture?  THERE ARE NOT ENOUGH 

PEOPLE IN IT. We can present burnt offerings all we want but it will not 
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be right until we all love our neighbors as much as we love ourselves.  

That is God’s design.  THANKS BE TO GOD.



“JUST A STONE’S THROW AWAY”
A Sermon On 1 Samuel 17:32-49

June 25, 2006
David G. Gladstone

 Saul clothed David with his armor; he put a bronze helmet on 
his head and clothed him with a coat of mail.  David strapped Saul’s 
sword over the armor, and he tried in vain to walk, for he was not used 
to them. Then David said to Saul, “I cannot walk with these; for I am 
not used to them.” So David removed them.  Then he took his staff in 
his hand, and chose five smooth stones from the wadi, and put them 
in his shepherd’s bag, in the pouch; his sling was in his hand, and he 
drew near to the Philistine…..So David prevailed over the Philistine 
with a sling and a stone, striking down the Philistine and killing him; 
there was no sword in David’s hand.

1 Samuel 17:38f

In every household with children there exists a box or a trunk or a basket 

filled with discarded clothes just waiting to be discovered. Hip hugging 

bell bottomed trousers, old sun dresses with the zipper in back ripped 

out, platform shoes, a shawl, work boots, bib overalls, a long string 

of beads, a straw hat, an old suit with wide lapels, all manner of once 

glorious attire waiting for the child who wants to experiment with how it 

feels to be grown-up.  How we adults love those moments. We hear the 

shuffle of tiny feet clad in oversized shoes and we run for the camera.  

We know a Kodak moment when we see one.  Isn’t it cute?  See how 

clumsy she is in those high heels. Look how that hat comes clear down 

over his ears.

 Every time I encounter today’s scripture I think about those dress-
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up moments we observed with our children.  When the text describes 

David clothed for battle by Saul weighed down with armor that does not 

fit, wearing a helmet too big for his head and dragging a sword too heavy 

for him to lift, I think of dress-up play I have observed.  The scene would 

be funnier if it were not for the situation it describes.  The big difference 

between David’s preparations for battle and a child’s dress-up play is that 

David is not playing and his inappropriate dress is forced upon him by 

Saul’s anxiety.   It is David himself who calls a halt to the dress up.  It is 

David’s wisdom that recognizes the inappropriateness of helmet, sword 

and armor.

 Here is the scene.  Saul and the Hebrew people are confronted by a 

gigantic threat.  The weight of their anxiety can be read in the description 

of Goliath provided by the text. The weight of his armor tops five thousand 

shekels.  The shaft of his spear resembles the beam of a weaver’s loom.  

The business end of the spear exceeds six hundred shekels of iron.  The 

massive threat of Goliath advances upon the Hebrew army behind a 

phalanx of shield bearers spewing taunts and insults shouting, “Who are 

you to oppose me?”  Verse 11 tells of the effect Goliath had on the Hebrew 

psyche.  “When Saul and all Israel heard these words of the Philistine, 

they were dismayed and greatly afraid.”  

 When David arrives on the scene he is there to deliver a care 

package from home.  Goliath has been taunting the Israelites for forty 

days.  No warrior can be found to stand against Goliath.  When David 
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offers to be the champion the response of the soldiers is predictable.  Verse 

25 has been omitted by the compilers of the lectionary.  The editing robs 

the passage of its power.  In response to David’s offer, the soldiers respond, 

“Have you seen this guy?  He’s huge.  No one can stand against him.”  

Saul chimes in.  “Thanks for the offer, but you are just a boy.”  When 

David insists, Saul proceeds to dress David in all manner of inappropriate 

armor reflective of Saul’s own anxiety.  

 Lest we dismiss this story as a quaint and ancient text fit only 

as the libretto for various children’s musicals, I submit that 1 Samuel 17  

provides a script defining life as it continues to exist in the church today.  

All of the elements of exaggerated threat, anxious response, and faithful 

courage represented by Goliath, Saul and David continue to define our 

lives.  

 Consider Goliath.  This formidable yet puffed up tormenter 

damages the spirit of those who face him far more than he actually 

threatens their lives.  Without engaging the reality, the Hebrew people 

cower before his bluster.  Goliath represents every challenge we face that 

grows bigger in the night causing us to lose sleep; every problem that 

gets more complicated and intractable the more we think about it; every 

difficulty that waits with the expectation that sooner or later we will give 

up and quit.  The voice of Goliath can be heard in monthly financial reports 

and membership statistics.  The taut of Goliath can be heard in predictions 

that no matter what we do our efforts are hopeless.
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 Consider Saul and the response of the Hebrews.  Challenged by 

Goliath, Saul and the Hebrews fall into despair.  When David comes along 

with a “can do” attitude, they brush him off as naïve and foolish.  Goliath 

has convinced them of his invincibility.  In response they wring their hands 

and bemoan the futility of their situation.  The despair of Saul lives in the 

Christian heart today every time mission is abandoned for maintenance, 

every time the status quo overwhelms courage and creativity, every time 

we give Biblical minutia prominence over the sweep of Biblical wisdom.  

In Goliath we see the tendency of evil to puff it’s self up.  In Saul we see 

our tendency to fall for the ruse.

 Consider David.  Coming on this now fully developed scene of 

threat and despair, David brings an attitude of hope and high expectation.  

He offers himself as the champion to accept Goliath’s challenge.  He 

refuses to adopt the hopelessness of those around him and he resists their 

efforts to belittle his intentions.  When Saul insists that David accept 

his inappropriate and ill fitting armor, David refuses.  The metaphor is 

clear.  Why should David adopt the failed methods of those who have 

demonstrated their own ineffectiveness?  Instead David does what he 

knows best how to do.  He relies upon his own strength and his faith that 

God has purpose in his efforts.  You know the results.  The wisdom of 

David is alive in the church every time we lead from our strengths and 

trust in God, every time we resist the seductive despair of the moment, 

every time we recall what God has done in the past and we trust God to 
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come through once again.

 Too often we relegate the story of David and Goliath to the 

children’s message.  We are used to it as a basis of children’s musicals 

and VBS programs.  But the story of David and Goliath needs to be seen 

as important to adult hearts as well.  It tells us that evil may not be as big 

and as powerful as it may appear.  It tells us that our hearts too easily 

buy this deception and fall into despair.  It reminds us that we are better 

off discarding inappropriate methods and preparations and adopting an 

attitude of hope and trust in God.  It tells us that what is needed may not 

be as complicated as we might think.  The solution we seek may in fact be 

just a stone’s throw away.   THANKS BE TO GOD.

 



“HANGING BETWEEN HEAVEN AND EARTH”
A Sermon On 2 Samuel 18:5-9, 15, 31-33
August 7, 1994
David G. Gladstone

 It is every parent’s nightmare.  The kind of 

thing you pray will never happen. But if it does 

it is impossible to forget for the rest of your 

life.  There is a knock at the front door, often 

late at night. Outside the door stands a uniformed 

police officer. The door is opened just enough to 

allow communication and still provide protection. 

The officer calls a name to be certain that he or 

she has the correct address. Then the news is 

delivered.  It could be a variety of messages. None 

of them are pleasant to receive. A teenage son or 

daughter has been hurt or attacked or killed or 

most devestating of all committed suicide.  The 

effect is immediate, like a blow to the solar 

plexis. Fathers and mothers alike crumble in a 

scene of helplessness and pain. Even if this scene 

never visits a parent, every parent immagines 

themselves opening that door and receiving that 

news. Enough of us have experienced this event 
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that at the most it remains just one friend away 

from visiting all of us. Parents dream of their 

sons and daughters growing to adulthood strong 

and happy.  Parents wish for the day when they 

will be grandparents - the geneological center of 

a loving family.  Behind the dreams and the wishes 

lies the nightmare that all of the love and the 

effort the sacrifice and the pain might possibly 

end in tragedy announced by a visitor in a blue 

uniform.

 The nightmare is an ancient one.  It is 

played out for us in today’s scripture when David 

is informed of the death of his son Absalom. David 

is devestated just as any modern parent would be. 

“O my son Absalom.” David cries. “Would that I had 

died instead of you.” No one needs to be a biblical 

scholar to understand and hear the pain in his 

lament. It is one of the most human moments in all 

of the Old Testament.  What is even more telling 

and what really carries an impact to our modern 

ears is the fact that as far as sons go Absalom 

was not a model child.  It would be nice and far 
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more marketable if Absalom had been the “good son” 

lost in a battle to save his father’s kingdom.  In 

fact the opposite is the case.  Absalom was the 

child of David’s adultary with Bathsheba. Absalom 

murdered his half brother Amnon, the heir apparent 

to David’s throne, and then plotted and schemed 

for years to overthrow his father and gain the 

throne for himself. In fact Absalom dies trying to 

flee David’s warrior Joab.  In a scene straight out 

of some “B” western Absalom rides his mule under 

a mighty oak and gets his head caught in a branch 

lifting him off the mule and leaving him hanging 

between heaven and earth. David’s lament is all 

the more powerful because his heart is broken 

not just by the death of his son whom he loved 

in spite of their conflict, but also by David’s 

overpowering sense of failure as a father. “O my 

son Absalom! Would that I had died instead of 

you.”

 Hanging between heaven and earth is not just 

a description of Absalom’s predicament.  It also 

accurately describes  where most of us fear our 
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children may end their lives. Hanging between 

heaven and earth is nowhere. It is a life without 

foundation - nothing to stand on and going nowhere. 

No one needs to wait for a messanger in blue to 

lament such a situation in our children.  As 

parents we cry in agony whenever we discover our 

children hanging between heaven and earth.  And 

just like David our agony is made all the more 

intense because in some way, by some quirk of our 

being we did something to help put them there.  

That is not to say that parents bear the sole 

responsibility for the sins of their children.  It 

is not to say that there is any value in blaming 

ones self when ones children crash and burn.  It 

is simply to acknowledge that in the web of human 

relationships even the best of intentions when 

mixed with the peculiarities of human nature can 

lead to circumstances no one desires but for which 

we each carry a measure of responsibility.

 Hanging between heaven and earth. It may 

not always lead to death, but that is little 

comfort to anyone watching as a son or daughter 
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is stuck in suspension.  Hanging between heaven 

and earth is precisely where young Bill Ritter was 

last spring while his parents watched in helpless 

frustration. Hanging between heaven and earth 

describes the character of Jenny in the popular 

movie FOREST GUMP. Hanging between heaven and earth 

means losing ones foundation, out of touch with 

the world, and unable to reach anything better.  

Parents see their children hanging between heaven 

and earth as they live through years of drifting 

in and out of school with no sense of direction.  

It is the state of no progress or growth.  Every 

Christian parent who prays daily that their son 

or daughter will open their hearts to the power 

of God’s love knows the agony of seeing their 

children hanging between heaven and earth. To 

some degree we observe our children’s trouble and 

we blame ourselves.  As Kris Ritter told me last 

May when I remarked how many people she had helped 

over the years, “But I could not help the one I 

loved the most.  My own son.”  Take David’s lament 

and insert whatever name is appropriate for you.  

Instead of Absalom it may be Bill or Jenny or 
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Mary or Paul. The lament of a parent watching the 

children’s pain is always the same. WOULD THAT I 

HAD DIED, OR CRIED, OR FAILED, OR LOST INSTEAD OF 

YOU!

 So what is a Christian parent to do watching 

our children hang between heaven and earth?  First 

of all remember that it is God’s nature to forgive. 

Our children may be stuck in part because of us. 

Face the truth and accept God’s forgiveness.



NO TIME MORE PRECIOUS
NO PLACE MORE HEAVENLY

A Sermon On 1 Kings 8:22 – 43 and Psalm 84
August 27, 2000

David G. Gladstone

I knew I was home last week when I came to my office around 

noon after returning from our trip to England.  For six weeks working 

in Tony’s home office in Preston I dreamed of my new office here 

which I hoped Tony was enjoying.  It felt very strange to work in 

someone else’s space.  I love my new office in this building with its 

white walls and personal momentos, which make it very much my 

space.  I must admit that the first two weeks of the exchange were 

difficult for me.  I was cut off from the crisis of the flood here, which 

you all handled so well in my absence, and I felt mostly irrelevant to 

the lives of the people of Preston.  I adjusted and we connected well 

with the people of Preston.  But I think that I never stopped longing 

for my own space.  All of this explains why I was so shocked to 

discover upon my return that my beloved office had been transformed.  

I am told that elves stole into the church in the middle of the night, 

covered my white walls with black plastic and bared my door with 

biohazard warnings.  I doubt that it was elves, and I appreciated the 

ironic recognition of my return.  I also worked quickly to remove the 

barriers and the plastic and restore my office to the place I had longed 
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for for the six weeks.  You see I really do not travel well and change 

upsets me.  I tend to associate God with certain very specific times and 

places.  I find that when I am moved out of my familiar context I have 

trouble sensing God’s presence and my psyche focuses on getting back 

to the familiar.  I am not proud of this.  I would like to have you think 

of me as a paragon of spiritual confidence.  But confidence takes work 

for me.  Left to myself I can be a very “if only” kind of person.  “If 

only I could be there instead of here.” “If only we had that instead of 

this.”  “If only it was then instead of now.”

The past is everywhere in England.  The road north of Preston 

leading to the beautiful Lake District is a Roman road.  I read that 

Madonna recently returned to the United States to give birth to her 

baby because the hospitals in England are mostly Victorian structures. 

The night that we enjoyed bowling on the green we were reminded 

several times by different people that Sir Francis Drake insisted upon 

completing his bowling match before he went out to meet the Spanish 

Armada.  Ashton Church occupies a building over one hundred 

years in age.  Only now has Tony moved them to consider a major 

renovation of the structure.  We met people who spoke of the battle of 

Hastings in 1066 as if their own father had fallen in the battle.

England is a history lover’s paradise.  But history can be 

both a blessing and a curse.  History well understood can inform and 

liberate.  History, well used, can help us all avoid the mistakes of the 
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past.  But history devoid of understanding can limit our thinking and 

enslave our spirits.  History ill-used, prevents us from connecting 

fully with the present.  I cannot speak for the whole of British society, 

but I do understand a little of what faces British Methodism.  The 

presence of wonderful pastors such as Tony Farrar and dedicated 

and faithful congregations cannot hide the fact that Methodism in 

Britain spends too much time longing for what used to be and too little 

time proclaiming a gospel of hope and justice in what has become a 

pleasure seeking cultural present.  One aspect of this enslavement to 

the past came in our first meeting with the clergy of the circuit.  We 

spent the night sharing stories of ministry in our respective locations.  

Steven Poxon, who in a few days will be installed as the Chair of 

the District (like our Bishop), declared that the Methodist Church in 

Britain was dying.  The other clergy present agreed.  They described 

their ministry as one would describe hospice care – managing the 

process of death – modifying the pain until the agony is over.

I know that I have stated the case too harshly and that I have 

applied an exceedingly broad brush in painting this picture of British 

Methodism.  There is wonderful work going on in the name of Jesus.  

Tony’s vision for the Ashton Church is one of intense community 

service.  There are young people who are less enslaved to the past who 

with God’s help may succeed in forging a new ministry that engages 

the needs of the present.  None the less the insight has validity and 
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I share it not to criticize our brothers and sisters in England but to 

examine our own spirit and our own sense of purpose.  How much 

do we long for an easier day?  Who often do we wish we might be 

elsewhere?  How much time do we waste longing for the past rather 

than engaging the present?  How inclined are we to oppose new 

ministries because, “We’ve never done it that way before.”  Do we 

see our ministry as a hospice ministry or could we possibly become a 

birthing center for ministries we’ve never thought of before?

Which leads me at last to Solomon and his magnificent 

dedicatory prayer spoken at the opening of the Jerusalem temple.  

Never mind that the Temple and most of Solomon’s magnificent 

public structures were designed by Phoenician pagans and built by 

the forced labor of the Hebrew people.  The Temple became for the 

Hebrew people the location of God’s presence among them.  Before 

this the Arc of the Covenant was moved from place to place in a tent.  

They thought the Temple would be permanent.  The trouble was it 

didn’t last.  It was destroyed by the Babylonians.  Rebuilt following 

the return from exile the Romans destroyed it again in 66 AD.  All that 

remains of that Temple today are some unusually large blocks of stone 

at the base of the western wall of the current wall around the Temple 

Mount in Jerusalem.  It is known as the Wailing Wall.  Devout, Hasidic 

Jews come and pray for the restoration of the Temple.  They pray that 

God will act to restore the Israel of old and in the meantime they work 
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to purify modern Judaism of all they deem as un-Jewish.  They may 

be the original “If only” people.  The Temple, constructed to bring the 

people close to the God who walked with them through the wilderness 

has become a location to express longing and loss.  The goal is to put it 

back the way it was.

Contrast that with Psalm 84 which speaks of the joy of a life 

lived in God’s presence. Happy are those whose strength is in God.  

As they go through the valley of Baca they make it a place of springs.  

They go from strength to strength.  No good thing does the Lord 

withhold from those who walk uprightly.

My brothers and sisters, the ancient Hebrew people made a big 

mistake trying to confine God to the specific location of a temple.  It 

could not last.  When it fell the people who once survived a wilderness 

journey became a people of the “if only”.  Look at this room.  I know 

it is constructed of wood, concrete and steel.  It is meant to last and 

after all the work we have done on it we all hope it will.  But it is built 

in the form of a tent with the sides rolled up so that we cannot miss 

the world outside.  It reminds us that God journeys with us and that 

the journey is our home.  Rather than wail over the loss of that which 

used to be we are called to carry God with us wherever we go.  What 

new things might God call us to try?  There are homeless people who 

need a safe place to sleep and the people at the Macomb Rotating 

Emergency Shelter program are hoping that this is our year to provide 
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a week of housing the homeless.  There are children to be loved by 

people we call Sunday School teachers.  Is this your year?  There is a 

youth group to be nurtured.  Disciple Bible Study invites you to make 

disciplined Bible study a part of your life.  Primetime Wednesday 

is gearing up for food, fellowship, study and worship.  Is it on your 

schedule?  What are you waiting for?  What new ways to use this 

renovated building can we think of?  How else can we make the love 

of God evident in the community of Warren and the surrounding area?  

When was the last time any of us invited a friend to join us in worship?  

Instead of a Habitat for Humanity day, how about joining with other 

churches to build an entire habitat house?  We have wasted way too 

much time mourning the church that used to be.  Maybe its time to roll 

up the tent and carry the arc of the covenant into new territory.

Thank you for helping make our trip to England possible.  

It has helped me see that I spend way too much time focused on 

the difficulties at hand.  I know now that God has put us here for a 

purpose.  I know now there is no time more precious, no place more 

heavenly.  God dwells in no Temple.  God dwells in the hearts of those 

who love him.  How lovely is your dwelling place, the here and now, 

O Lord of hosts!



DUH!?
A Sermon On Isaiah 40:21-31

February 9, 2003
David G. Gladstone

“Have you not known? Have you not heard? Has it not been 
told you from the beginning? Have you not understood from the 
foundations of the earth?
It is he who sits above the circle of the earth… those who wait for 
the LORD shall renew their strength, they shall mount up with wings 
like eagles, they shall run and not be weary, they shall walk and not 
faint.”

 In the stress of any particular moment it is easy to forget the 

fundamentals of who we are and to forget the place of God in our 

lives.  In case we think that this is a new thing in the experience of 

people of faith we have Isaiah to remind us that losing our way when 

under stress has been a problem for people of faith from the very 

beginning.  The fortieth chapter of Isaiah addresses the people of 

Israel following their release from the long period of Babylonian exile.  

So much time has passed in captivity that those released constitute 

an entirely new generation.  The generation released from captivity 

has known no life other than life under the oppression of Babylon.  

Their elders have instructed them in the faith.  They have heard the 

stories of God’s deliverance from the wilderness, but they have never 

had cause to rely upon such a God.  They have spent their lifetimes 

accommodating the power of Babylon.  They were nominal believers 
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convinced that going along to get along was all they needed to know.   

Now Babylon is finished.  Their lives of accommodation have nothing 

to accommodate.  Suddenly they are thrust into a new world and 

they cannot figure out which end is up.  In the stress of any particular 

moment it is easy to forget the fundamentals of who we are and to 

forget the place of God in our lives.  

“Have you not known? Have you not heard? Has it not been 

told you from the beginning? Have you not understood from the 

foundations of the earth? It is he who sits above the circle of the 

earth…”

Terry and I have long described our years between 1984 and 

1989 as our own personal Babylonian exile.  You have heard this story 

before.  Those were the years we lived in Downers Grove, Illinois.  In 

those years I served God as a diaconal minister of music.  I moved 

my family to Illinois to accept the position of Director of Music at 

First United Methodist Church of Downers Grove.  We made this 

move with high hopes and expectations.  It turned out to be a five-

year period of stress and disappointment.  It ended with my dismissal 

from that church, our return to Michigan and my transition from music 

ministry to pastoral ministry.  I bring this episode up once again not 

to plead my case before you, but to reflect upon what that experience 
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has taught me.  I hasten to add that the fourteen years since our leaving 

Downers Grove has been a steady process of finding God’s hand in 

that experience. 

As the situation at the church in Downers Grove spiraled 

beyond my control I felt myself becoming obsessed with my efforts 

to fix it.  The focus of my life became my efforts to accommodate the 

ever-changing demands of my critics.  I began to doubt my worthiness 

as a servant of God, and I assumed that responsibility for the 

circumstances rested solely upon my shoulders.  I became so focused 

upon trying to fix the situation that when the end came I felt terror 

rather than relief.  “What will I do now?” I asked.  “How could I have 

been so selfish as to drag my family over here?”  I was like a beaten 

fighter still flailing away long after the bell had rung.  Like I said at the 

beginning of this sermon, “In the stress of any particular moment it is 

easy to forget the fundamentals of who we are and to forget the place 

of God in our lives.”

The Isaiah in my life came through the love of my family 

and friends.  In the face of my defeated and confused spirit they 

held the mirror of hope and faith.  Countering my tendency toward 

unworthiness they encouraged me to trust God to see me through.  

In the time when I could not tell which end was up, they constantly 

reminded me of the spiritual foundations that had never left my side. 

 “Have you not known? Have you not heard? Has it not 
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been told you from the beginning? Have you not understood from 

the foundations of the earth? It is he who sits above the circle of the 

earth…”

If Isaiah were writing the same thing today and he wanted to 

connect with the current generation, he might simply say, “Duh!?”  

The point is this.  The things that happen to us do not define us.  

Our identity lies rather in that to which we trust our hearts and thereby 

our lives. There are times in every Christian’s life when the forces we 

face conspire to distract us from this truth.  In those moments we need 

an Isaiah to remind us that no matter what the circumstances, God is 

still ours and we are still God’s.

 “Have you not known? Have you not heard? Has it not been 

told you from the beginning? …Duh!?…”

Maybe your moment is like mine – finding out that a dream 

job has gone sour and that nothing you do seems to make a difference.  

What do you do then?  How do you go on in that situation?

  “Have you not known? Have you not heard? Has it not been 

told you from the beginning? …Duh!?…”

Perhaps you moment is different.  Maybe for you the death of a 

spouse has left you wondering how in the world you can go on.
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“Have you not known? Have you not heard? Has it not been 

told you from the beginning? …Duh!?…”

Whatever the circumstance, when getting out of bed in the 

morning becomes a problem we need an Isaiah – someone to remind 

us that grace is still ours and that God still has need of us.
“Have you not known? Have you not heard? Has it not been 

told you from the beginning? Have you not understood from the 
foundations of the earth?
… those who wait for the LORD shall renew their strength, they 
shall mount up with wings like eagles, they shall run and not be 
weary, they shall walk and not faint.”

Well, Duh!?
THANKS BE TO GOD.





Dave’s Poems

...

I will sing with you a Sun Song in the
 mid-November rain,
Dancing lightly
 On the leaves along the ground
Creating Spring
 Along the farthest edge of life

...

I have no time for
 IFTHEYWOULDONLY’s or
 HOWCANWEMAKETHEM’s
Followed by a pious puff
 Or a noing nod.
You may keep your
 Demeaningful Dialogue
Which leads on a oneway
Bridge to Understanding
Between Hypocrisy and Credibility
Gap. (Would those boarding the bus 
Please step to the fear)
As for me ---
I’m starting a dance group
That writes its own music.

...
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There is a closeness to the night,
 A moistness
 A faintness to the stars
 A richness
 A warmth that moves the air,
Stroking my face and neck
Finding me ready
But alone.

...

I sit in the corners of everywhere
Watching before me the death dance unfold.
Electrified bon-fires and Styrofoam graveyards
Melting down plastic and pouring the molds.

Ahead stands a list of the stricken
Only a portion, not nearly the whole,
But honored on weekends and four day vacations
For supremely playing a meaningless role.

I wonder, in opposite corners
There must be some other alone I could reach,
Watching the death dance but looking for sunshine
To lift us from corners to walk on the beach.

...

A singer knows
The meaning of a moment
(The life-span of a song)

...
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Forget it kid.  Its all a joke.
 You’d better laugh and leave.
We had to know.  It was a test
 To which we all agreed.
We brought you in here one by one
 To see how well you learned.
Its over now.  We’ve had our fun.
 The rest is your concern.
But as you’re leaving, close the door
 And send the next one in.
They count on us to keep it up,
 And may the best slob win.

...

Snow was made for walking
One with one through.
A transient recollection of
Comings together
And goings apart.

This year
Spring came snapping,
Praising winter
(Which prepared the way)
Burst
Several weeks after
The first green leaf,
And without pausing,
Shouted over its shoulder,
“Now what are you going to do with me?”

...

I never learned to dance
 Because I tried to teach myself.

...



90

With The Confidence of the People of God

I have seen the falling autumn leaves
In an instant stepping out upon
The wind.  First a moment of withdrawal,
A final clinging to the place they’ve known,
A quivering of topside red and yellow
As if in fear they seek to stay alone
Upon the branch.  Then unashamed of letting
Go, to earth they fall in confidence.

There are the walls.  Those four structures that
Set this room apart from the rest, that set
Aside a cubicle of air and allow it to
Be molded and colored and given texture to
By my presence.  Walls which are changeable,
Openable and closeable, sometimes of great
Height and light color, sometimes low and close
And deeply gray.

...

Alone is never so painful
As after a reaching out
Returned with silence.

...

If in the end
I am what I have done,
I ask that you might
Not judge wrongness nor right
But weigh in your heart
My completeness of sight.

...
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SUMMER
A sudden and embraceable
  Concert of dancing bears and penguins,
 In zoos and beautiful
    Tender islands, where
  Times change to rememberings.

...

Cool breeze
And lamp light
As time
Flows on,
Song in my mind
My only company
Remembering our love,
I smile.

...

Grasses are essential to the wind
Being fully free and wiling to
Receive its warm approach.  Never questioning
Their pleasure as they ripple with delight.

...
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We sat there softly wondering
When we’d really speak our minds,
Playing music - - making small talk,
Often fumbling for the lines
That would keep the hours gong
Till we somehow found a way
Through our tenseness.

Just to share what we’ve been feeling
And the growing that we’ve done
Talk of joy, of self-deception
Talk of sharing summer’s sun.
To say “Thanks” for touching my life
And for showing to me yet
There is goodness.

...

The lawns of the rich
Broad, expansive, green fertile.
Room to move.
Two paths through the garden.
Yet somehow close cut
Conforming to the side walk and drive way.
Boarded by concrete
Defended with poison from
Weeds that have outgrown their
Allotted crack in the street

...
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My mind
 Floats –
  Suspended –
Viewing from myopic portals
 How a hand hangs
 What a strange
  Thing
       Balls are
As a wrinkled leg
 Drops
     To
  The floor

...

My life’s an open book where none may look
Except upon the pages where I choose.
A chronicle designed much like a leash
To pull up short.  Which gives out only views
Designed to please, and bearing little likeness
To the author leaves one with an image
Half complete or suffering in viewpoint.
Biography too auto to be truepoint.

...
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I’ve had the privilege to observe a tree
Take root and grow.  Two branches made complete
Within a common stem, yet facing light
From slightly different angles.  Growing as
A unit made from two productive parts,
Yet standing on a common root that deepens
And expands with each new thrust of added
Leaves and limbs like fingers to the sky.
In this I see the mystery of all trees.
A dedication to the yes of life
That will continue long beyond mere time;
That finally will expand upon its trunk
To out live all creation and remain
An affirmation in the midst of No.

...





. . .



TRANSFORMING EEYORE

A Sermon On Isaiah 6:1-8 and John 3:1-17
May 25, 1997

David G. Gladstone

 What is the attraction of Eeyore?  You know Eeyore.  Eeyore is 

that forlorn donkey from the  Winni-the-Poo series so effectively animated 

by the Walt Disney studios.  Eeyore is the one with the tail that is barely 

attached. Eeyore is the donkey of the woeful continence who moans his 

way through life always expecting the short end of the stick.  To Eeyore 

life is a predictable series of deprivations.  If life were a loaf of bread, 

Eeyore would expect the bottom crust.  If Eeyore were a U.S. taxpayer 

he would call the IRS and schedule his own audit.  Eeyore expects the 

worst, plans for the worst, and is never disappointed.  As a character in 

a children’s story Eeyore is the embodiment of the flat, low expectation, 

depressive personality that children often observe in adults.  As a cartoon 

character Eeyore is funny for the exaggeration of the truth he represents.  

Among all of the Winni-the-Poo characters he is also the most popular.  

What is the attraction of Eeyorre?  Do kids feel sorry for Eeyore?  Do they 

see themselves in Eeyore?

 Perhaps the attraction of Eeyore lies in our familiarity with the 

Eeyore spirit.  Although I seldom encounter stuffed donkeys with their 
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tails falling off.  I frequently encounter a “Woe is me” attitude in myself 

and in others.  “Woe is me...I couldn’t possibly do that.  I’m not smart 

enough.  Woe is me...the church is on a steady decline.  There is not 

enough parking,  not enough people, not enough money.  Woe is me...

there’s just nothing we can do about the problems of the world.  We 

don’t have enough power.  Nobody listens to us.  We’re just the little 

people.  We don’t count for much.  In case you think I’m exaggerating, 

let me tell you about a conversation I had this past week with someone 

from another church who was talking to me about the problems of their 

music ministry.  We both agreed that a dynamic music program is essential 

in attracting new people to church.  My friend was seeking my opinion on 

how he might reenergize his music program, but for every suggestion I 

thought of he had a ready reason why that would not work.  He said things 

like.  “We tried that once and it didn’t work.”  “ We couldn’t possibly 

do that. No one would come.”  When I suggested that he put together an 

orchestra and present a Messiah sing along next Advent season he laughed. 

“You can’t be serious.” he said, “It takes real money to put together an 

orchestra.  Who will pay for it.  Besides, Messiah is too difficult.  The 

choir could never handle it.”  We can’t.  We tried.  It didn’t work.  No 

one will come.  We can’t afford it.  He didn’t look like Eeyore, but as he 

walked away from me I was quite certain I could see an ill attached tail 

tucked between his legs.
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 When you expect nothing, you get nothing.  The best that can be 

said for the Eeyore syndrome is that one is never disappointed. You always 

get what you expect.

 I am not exaggerating when I tell you that I believe that the greatest 

manifestation of sinfulness in the contemporary church is expressed in 

this Eeyore mentality.  I am not discounting other powerful expressions 

of sinfulness in the world. Deceit, abuse of power, violence, abdication 

of responsibility, tolerance of injustice and poverty...all of these are true 

manifestations of sinfulness in our world.  No one in the church would 

confess a desire to have these things continue.  All of us in the church would 

say that we are working for their elimination.  Our sin as the people of God 

is not that we endorse these things. Our sin is that we claim a definition 

of powerlessness for ourselves and thereby allow these things to continue.  

Remember that in the book of Romans Paul defined sin as anything that 

does not proceed out of faith.  When we utter, “Woe is me..” and then list 

all the reasons why we are powerless to act as Christian disciples we are 

by definition proceeding out of fear not out of faith.  As much as I love the 

character of Eeyore, as much as I’d like to hug him and tell him things will 

be OK I will never accept Eeyore as a model of Christian discipleship.

 Apparently this is not a new problem.  Consider the scripture 

from Isaiah we have read today.  Isaiah is retelling his experience of being 



100

With The Confidence of the People of God

called from his ordinary life into the life of a prophet of Yahweh.  It is a 

recollection of fantastic proportions.  Obviously the experience of being 

called was not an ordinary experience.  Isaiah recounts a vision.  “In the 

year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord sitting on a throne, high and 

lifted up; and the hem of his robe filled the temple.”  He goes on to describe 

the seraphs attending to the throne of God.  Each had six wings and they 

called out “Holy, Holy, Holy is the Lord of hosts.”  The temple shook and 

filled with smoke.  Clearly an important message is about to come.  What 

does Isaiah do?  He takes on the voice of Eeyore.  “Woe is me!  I am lost, 

for I am a man of unclean lips and I live among a people of unclean 

lips.”  You could say that Isaiah was just showing proper deference in 

the presence of the Lord of Hosts, but that would not explain the next 

action of the Seraphs.  One of the Seraphs takes a live coal and touches 

it to Isaiah’s lips.  The thought of this image makes me cringe.  But the 

touching is cleansing rather than torture.  The seraph says, “Now that this 

has touched your lips your guilt has departed and your sin is blotted 

out.”  The image seems clear to me.  We need to be cleansed of our “Woe 

is me” attitude.  It is only after this cleansing that Isaiah becomes open to 

the call of God.

 What stops us from being God’s people?  Often it is our own 

preoccupation with our own weakness and our own sense that we cannot 

do it.  What we have forgotten is that the work of being God’s people is 
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God’s work not ours.  Of course we are not worthy.  Of course there are 

not enough resources to get the job done.  Of course we are inadequate.  

Our Bishop, Donald Ott, confesses that he must always work from his 

own sense of inadequacy.  But being God’s people is an act of faith not 

competency.  Take what we have and present it to God.  God will make 

it be enough.  “Woe is me”  is like an infection that must be cauterized.  

Cleansed of that we open ourselves to the glorious presence of God.  What 

do we need to be God’s people?  We need to have the Eeyore within us 

transformed.  Only then will we hear the voice of God calling.  Only then 

will we hear the call and respond, “Here am I; Send me!”



“LIKE A TREE PLANTED BY WATER”
A Sermon On Luke 6:17-26 and Jeremiah 17:5-10
David G. Gladstone
February 12, 1995
February 15, 2004

 “Blessed are those who trust in the Lord. They shall be like 
a tree planted by water, sending out its roots by the stream.  It shall 
not fear when heat comes, and its leaves shall stay green; in the year 
of drought it is not anxious, and it does not cease to bear fruit.” (Jer. 
17:7-8)

 In 1958 my grandparents celebrated their 35th wedding anniversary.  

Now most people make a big deal out of their 50th wedding anniversary, 

but for my grandparents 35 years together was very special. Four years 

before, my grandfather had been stricken with a massive stroke.  For a 

while none of us thought he would live.  He had to learn to walk and talk 

all over again just like a child.  He eventually made a remarkable recovery. 

But as remarkable as Grandpa was none of us gave him much chance for 

a long life.  No one believed that he would live to celebrate their fiftieth 

year together.  Thus the big 35th anniversary celebration.  No one wanted 

to be morbid about it.  We were just being practical.

  As with all such milestone celebrations a very special gift was 

called for. There was a great deal of family discussion around just what 

would make an appropriate gift for such an occasion. Several ideas were 

offered, but being a somewhat traditional family I remember that my father 
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and his sister and brother felt troubled.  This was after all a substitute 

fiftieth wedding celebration. It wasn’t the real thing.  Would it be proper to 

purchase something gold for what was really a 35th wedding anniversary? 

Should they even be pretending that this was a fiftieth year celebration?  

Who wants a gold serving tray saying “Happy 50th” when they know darn 

well they’ve only made it to year 35?  I don’t remember who came up with 

the solution, but I’ve always thought that the solution they reached was 

perfect.  In honor of their loving 35 years together we planted a tree.

 On the day of the big celebration we planted the tree in the front 

yard of my grandparents home.  It was a sugar maple and it was short 

and skinny.  In their new subdivision of Paw Paw it was about the only 

tree around.  All of the other new homes stood on square parcels of sand 

without a tree in sight.  This was the first new tree on the block.  I remember 

the look on my grandfather’s face as he watched my father and uncle plant 

that tree. There was some sadness in his eyes as he realized he could no 

longer participate in such work.  But there was joy as well. There was the 

joy of knowing that something had been put in place that was durable and 

strong; that would withstand whatever the coming years might bring.  As 

my father and uncle tied the tree to wires to ensure that it would grow tall 

and straight, I remember my grandparents standing together with their 

arms around each other.  Then my grandmother spoke. “Daddy,” she 

began, using her most affectionate address for him, “this tree will be here 
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long after you and I are gone.” Because of his stroke my grandfather could 

only nod his understanding and hold her all the tighter.

 A lot has happened since we planted that tree.  My grandfather is 

gone but he surprised us all.  He lived to be eighty and my grandparents 

eventually celebrated nearly fifty-seven years together.  My grandmother is 

ninety-one now and must live in a nursing home in Battle Creek. My father 

has been dead for fifteen years.  Both Grandpa and Grandma suffered with 

us through the shock of his death at age fifty-two.  My cousin Michael 

with whom I played so hard that summer Sunday in 1958, Michael is 

gone as well. Somewhere in a box is a picture of Michael and me as happy 

twelve-year-olds mugging for the camera in front of that tree.

 The last time I visited my grandmother in Paw Paw just before she 

moved into the nursing home in Battle Creek I drove past their old home 

at 132 State Street.  The house that I remembered as new and well kept and 

above all sunny is old now.  The new owners have covered it with vinyl 

siding and they had an old junk car in the back yard. The tree is still there. 

It has been changed by the years. The trunk is now nearly a foot thick.  

Somewhere during the past thirty-seven years some trauma caused the 

bark to split so that one side of the tree carries a thickly healed eight-inch 

scar.  But the tree is straight and strong.  Its roots are deep.  They draw 

water from far beneath the surface tapping a source of life that is endless 
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and not subject to the seasonal occurrence of drought and flood. There is 

no fear in that tree. It has faced heat and cold, storm and wind.  It is scared 

and marked by the years and yet it continues to be filled each spring with 

thousands of spiral flying maple seeds.

 In 1971 two friends of mine were married and I was asked to 

write something for their wedding.  I remembered my grandparent’s 35th 

wedding anniversary and the planting of that tree and I wrote:
  I’ve had the privilege to observe a tree
  Take root and grow.  Two branches made complete
  Within a common stem, yet facing light
  From slightly different angles. Growing as
  A unit made from two productive parts,
  Yet standing on a common root that deepens
  And expands with each new thrust of added
  Leaves and limbs like fingers to the sky.

  In this I see the mystery of all trees.
  A dedication to the YES of life
  That will continue long beyond mere time;
  That finally will expand upon its trunk
  To out live all creation and remain
  An affirmation in the midst of NO.

   Written to Doug and Kathy Johnson
   on the occasion of their wedding in 1971

 Now I understand what Jeremiah was trying to say about living 

as God’s people.  All I have to do is remember the tree we planted for 

my grandparents in 1958. “Blessed are those who trust in the Lord...They 

shall be like a tree planted by water, sending out its roots by the stream.  

It shall not fear when heat comes, and its leaves shall stay green; in the 
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year of drought it is not anxious, and it does not cease to bear fruit.” 

CONGRATULATIONS AND THANKS BE TO GOD.



THE FIRST CLUE IS THE DONKEY
A Sermon on Matthew 21:1-11

March 28, 1999
Palm/Passion Sunday
David G. Gladstone

 “When he entered Jerusalem, the whole city was in turmoil, 
asking, “Who is this?”  The crowds were saying, “This is the prophet 
Jesus from Nazareth in Galilee.”

 Raise your hand if you know who Angelyne, Hollywood 

Billboard Queen is.  To show how out of it I am, I had never heard 

of her until this week as I was looking for a contemporary Palm 

Sunday illustration.  Angelyne, I discovered, is a woman who hired 

a Hollywood agent years ago to make her famous.  I have never 

been to Los Angeles, but I have read that her image is everywhere.  

She appears on huge billboards usually draped over a pink Corvette 

or waving from a pink Cadillac.  She sells nothing except herself.  

Apparently she is very good at what she does.  Out of curiosity I 

visited her web site.  I hope you understand that this was professional 

research necessary for this sermon.  The web site declares that it is 

ranked in the hottest 5% of web sites.  Apparently her video is the 

hottest selling video on the internet.  The web site contains a “bio” 

thoughtfully provided by the Angelyne Fan Club.  I share this quote 

from her “bio” with you:
“Angelyne is said to be as important as 
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the Hollywood sign…Angelyne is a true star of 
Hollywood.  Not content to be labeled a singer, 
actress, dancer, or performer of any kind, her 
image and persona capture the glamour and 
magic of stardom in its purest form.”

Angelyne’s picture is on the web site.  Her dark glasses ensure that you 

cannot see her face.  She poses in ¾ profile before the Hollywood hills.  

She strikes a pose that makes it difficult to tell where the hills leave off 

and Angelyne begins.  I am not making this up.  I wish I were.

Angelyne is a celebrity.  She is an extreme example of someone 

who is famous for being famous.  She is not famous for having 

negotiated world peace or for discovering a powerful new cancer 

treatment or for her selfless devotion to the homeless of Calcutta.  

Angelyne is not a person.  She is a persona. There is a person behind 

the Angelyne mask but you can bet we will never know who that may 

be.

  My beef is not with Angelyne.  My beef is with a world 

that would rather have celebrity over substance.  We live in a world 

where fame and notoriety come easily to the Jerry Springers and the 

John Gottis.  Celebrity and fame bear no relation to the source of 

their notoriety.  We live in a world where O.J. Simpson is considered 

a worthy spokesman for lawyers seeking to expand their business 

opportunities.  What these people have done or represent does not 

matter compared to their value as a celebrity.  Judging by the pages 
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of People Magazine, Howard Stern is more profound than any one of 

thousands of teachers who struggle to educate our children.  Looking 

at Entertainment Tonight one could conclude that Lucy Lawless 

matters more than millions of hard working and loving parents who 

struggle against significant odds to raise responsible children.  If you 

doubt that our world values celebrity over substance just remember 

that we live in a society that seriously considered Princess Diana and 

Mother Teresa to be of the same moral station.

What troubles me most is that Christianity often seems in 

pursuit of a celebrity Christ. Mention Palm Sunday to even the most 

casual church goer and the first response you are likely to receive is 

“Hosanna”.  Images of a triumphal entry into Jerusalem come to mind.  

We imagine crowds of people, perhaps thousands, shouting with joy at 

the coming of the promised Messiah.  This was true in my childhood 

and it remains true today.  But it goes beyond that.  There is an element 

of Christianity today that always wants to proclaim the glory and 

majesty of  Jesus and seems genuinely threatened by the humanity of 

Jesus.  There is a heart within us that wants to embrace the celebrity of 

Jesus and play down the substance of Jesus.  Why do you think that is?

Back to Angelyne, Hollywood Billboard Queen.  Angelyne is a 

celebrity devoid of substance.  Angelyne attracts a crowd because she 

demands nothing of them.  My suspicion is that the worst career move 

Angelyne could make would be to try to do something that matters.  
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The first time Angelyne testifies before congress on behalf of children 

in poverty, the billboards will come down and editors will write about 

how she has overstepped her bounds.  That is the thing about celebrity.  

We love celebrity because it is a voyeur activity.  It demands only that 

we watch.

Proclaiming the celebrity of Jesus without the substance of  

Jesus is voyeur Christianity.  It is Christianity that only requires us 

to watch and celebrate and feast while Christ does all the work.  It 

is Christianity with an eye to easy triumphalism and it ignores the 

passion and the sacrifice, the suffering and the agony of the first 

century human being named Jesus of Nazareth through whom God 

reached out to the world.  Make no mistake about it.  It was not the 

celebrity of Jesus that brought him to the cross.  First of all, we are 

most likely making Jesus out to be more of a celebrity than he actually 

was.  I suspect the first Palm Sunday crowd was rather small and quite 

unaware of just who this was riding into Jerusalem.  The first clue is 

the donkey.  People expected a warrior on a white charger.  They got 

an itinerate preacher on a jackass.  It was not the celebrity of Jesus that 

took him to the cross.  It was the substance of Jesus that nailed him 

to that tree.  The celebrity was fun to watch but the substance of his 

message could not be tolerated.  

So today we have shouted “Hosanna” and we have marched 

the children around waving emerald branches.  Far be it from me to 
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deny our children this fond memory.  But you and I are no longer 

children and to paraphrase the Apostle Paul it is time we put an end to 

our childish ways.  The Jesus coming into Jerusalem is a Jesus with a 

message.  This is a Jesus pleading with us to do more than watch and 

applaud.  This is a Jesus headed for the cross and in fact inviting us 

to join him on the journey.  That is a horrifying thought or at least it 

would be if we did not know the end of the story.  But we do know the 

end of the story and next week when we come together we will have 

traveled with Jesus to the cross and back into a new an transformed 

life.  But that is next weeks sermon.  This week remember this. The 

celebrity of Jesus requires only that we watch and applaud.  Shout 

“Hosanna” and tell each other how much you enjoyed the show.  

But the substance of Jesus and the message of love and healing and 

compassion and justice comes to change your life.  Your first clue is 

the donkey.
“When he entered Jerusalem, the whole city was in turmoil, asking, 
“Who is this?”  The crowds were saying, “This is the prophet Jesus 
from Nazareth in Galilee.”

THANKS BE TO GOD.



THE GREATEST
A Sermon On Matthew 22:34 – 46

October 23, 2005
David G. Gladstone

“Teacher, which commandment in the law is the greatest?”  
Jesus replied, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, 
and with all your soul, and with all your mind….and you shall love 
your neighbor as yourself. – Matthew 22:36-38

I am thinking about a time around ten years ago.  It was during 

the holidays – near Christmas.  I was still in seminary and therefore 

I was not home very much.  Terry was the Christian Educator at 

Metropolitan UMC in Detroit.  I served as a student associate pastor at 

Metropolitan doing youth work on the weekends.  We lived in Berkley. 

Carl was ten.  Mary was six.

There was a young man from the neighborhood around 

Metropolitan Church.  I shall call him Clarence.  Clarence had found 

his way into the youth group of that congregation.  He had become a 

fast friend with the kids who lived as far away as Beverly Hills and 

Birmingham.  To say that Clarence had a rough life is to state the 

obvious.  The area around Metropolitan Church includes some of the 

roughest in Detroit.  When we first arrived at Metropolitan and first 

met Clarence he lived with his mother in a rundown apartment about a 

block from the church.  When they could no longer afford the rent for 

the apartment they moved to the top floor of an abandoned apartment 
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building on the other side of the block.  They were squatters.  There 

they lived with no heat.  They hauled water drawn from the bathroom 

of a service station located on the corner.  

When it came to the holidays we were all very concerned about 

Clarence and his mother.  We made sure that they had food.  They were 

always on our list for a surprise package of Christmas gifts.  During 

the time I am remembering, Terry and I had even gone the distance and 

invited them to join us at our home for Christmas dinner.  Two days 

before Christmas I had arranged with Clarence to pick them up around 

1:00 in the afternoon and bring them to our house on Christmas day.  

The dinner never happened.  Early on Christmas morning Clarence 

telephoned to say that they were thankful for all the attention, but that 

with the food and the gifts they had already received they would just 

as soon stay home and not come to our house for dinner.  He hoped we 

would understand.  

Understand?  I was so relieved when Clarence called to cancel.  

I was afraid he might hear the relief in my voice over the telephone.  

Its not that we didn’t want them to come, but the closer we came to 

the moment of their arrival the more worried we were that we were 

about to experience two or three hours of discomfort for everyone.  I 

remember that Terry’s parents were with us as they always are for 

the holidays.  When we told them that we would have extra guests 

for Christmas dinner they were a little disappointed.  When we told 
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them that the guests were a homeless family from the inner city of 

Detroit who lived in an abandoned building they were ready to have us 

committed.

I am thinking of this old family story because of Matthew 

22:34 – 46.  The Pharisees asked Jesus, “Teacher, which 

commandment in the law is the greatest?”  Their intention was to 

put Jesus to the test – to see if he knew the laws governing Hebrew 

life.  Without missing a beat Jesus reached deep into Jewish scriptural 

heritage and pulled out two specific quotes.  We Christians should 

remember this when we are tempted to dismiss the Old Testament as 

irrelevant to our spiritual lives.  The Old Testament is Jesus’ Bible.  

He knew it and he honored it and it was for him the foundation of 

his earthly life. The first quote is from Deuteronomy.  It is called 

the Shema and it was and still is in Jewish households the scripture 

contained in the Mezuzah mounted on the door frame of Jewish 

houses.  The practice was to touch the Mezuzah containing this 

scripture upon exiting the house so that one would be reminded of 

one’s spiritual identity when entering the secular world.  The idea 

was that this little ritual would help the faithful keep a grip as they 

negotiated their way through a world that cared little for God.  

The second quote, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  

comes from Leviticus 19:18.  It is buried deep in a section that takes 

the familiar items of the Ten Commandments and expands them with 
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detail not found in the earlier expression of the commandments from 

Exodus 20.  Jesus takes these two details of Jewish law and binds them 

into a seamless whole.  Then he announces that all the other laws, 

and there are many, depend upon these two things.  Love God with 

your whole being and love your neighbor as yourself.  No wonder the 

Pharisees hated Jesus. He knew scripture better than his inquisitors and 

he turned their spiritual hierarchy upside down.  They had established 

their exalted place in Jewish culture by being better than anyone else 

at keeping the details of all the laws.  In doing so Jesus implies that 

they had violated the only laws that matter.  Love God and love your 

neighbor as yourself.

That Christmas morning so many years ago taught me that 

as simple as these two things may seem, they actually present a 

challenge that is difficult for most of us to keep.  Even when we want 

to love God and love our neighbor we are products of our cultural 

environment and it is difficult to love neighbors that do not look or act 

much like ourselves.  That is what I learned that Christmas morning.

It seems to me that the current divisions within the Christian 

community resemble the conflict between Jesus and the Pharisees.  

These are difficult times.  The very idea of church is challenged within 

this culture.  There are some who are saying that the troubles we face 

in the church stem from our failure to be faithful to the foundational 

doctrines and requirements of discipleship.  They proclaim that being 
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a Christian is a matter of believing certain things and that we should 

separate ourselves from those who question those beliefs.  The anxiety 

of the moment seems to be driving us to work harder at being Christian 

in some perceived “proper” way and to avoid contact with those 

deemed improper or incorrect..  Perhaps they are right.  I do think that 

clarity of belief matters.

As for me another kind of clarity is coming to my heart.  In the 

confusion of conflicting voices I am drawn to the words of Jesus in 

answering the Pharisees.  What is the greatest commandment?  What 

matters most on this journey of faith.  “You shall love the Lord your 

God with all your heart, and with all your soul and with all hyour 

mind.”  That is the first thing.  The second thing is tied to the first.  

“You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  Everything else depends 

upon these two things.  

What a great thing to be reminded of as we send our mission 

team to work in Gulfport Mississippi.

THANKS BE TO GOD



WATER WALKERS
A Sermon On Matthew 14:22-36

March 19, 2000
David G. Gladstone

He said, “Come.” So Peter got out of the boat, 
started walking on the water, and came toward 
Jesus.  But when he noticed the strong wind, he 
became frightened, and beginning to sink, he cried 
out, “Lord, save me!”

I think I know how Peter must have felt.  I don’t mean how 

it felt to walk on water.  I mean how it feels to venture out and then 

find your worse fears becoming a reality.  I like to pretend that I 

am calm and collected when I am out on the water in a small boat.  

The truth is I am on the threshold of terror.  This has been the 

case with me ever since 1975 when my college roommate and 

friend Doug Engwall and I decided to take an early spring canoe 

trip on the Manistee River.  Doug was the real river master.  I was 

a wannabe.  That is why I sat in the front of the canoe.  The one 

in front can look good without really doing anything.  So sure was 

I that we were about to be dumped into the water that every little 

jiggle of the canoe caused me to grab for the sides of the boat.  

Doug took great delight in evoking this response from me.  Every 

so often, and always without warning, he would shift his weight 

just enough to send me grabbing for the sides.  Then he would 
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laugh.  It never occurred to him that we faced any possibility of 

being dumped into the water.

The water was unusually high that year.  On the river, 

high water equals fast water.  On the second day of the trip I was 

finally getting comfortable in the canoe.  The sun was out.  The 

air was cool.  On the banks of the river the new spring growth 

outlined each branch with the lightest of greens.  I was finally 

beginning to enjoy this adventure.  I was faintly aware of the 

sound of rushing water as we swept around a bend in the river.  

We looked up to see a tree that had fallen nearly across the entire 

width of the river leaving only the narrowest of passage between 

the tree and the riverbank.  The current of the spring river had 

no intention of allowing us to make that passage.  Doug shouted 

instructions but we soon found ourselves up against that tree and 

crossways to the fast flowing water.  For a moment I thought we 

were going to be OK.  In the next second the canoe was upside 

down and I was looking up through boiling water at the branches 

that were now above my head.

At first, the very tree that had caused us to tip blocked my 

journey to the surface.  I remember that I had to go deep beneath 

the tree and allow myself to be moved downstream by the current 

in order to get clear of the obstruction.  When I dragged myself 

to the bank I was the closest to panic I have ever been in my life.   
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After assessing that we were both without injury we discovered 

that the canoe was still wedged under the tree and crossways 

to the current.  The paddles were suspended in the tangle, as 

were the seat cushions.  The rest of our gear had been tied to 

the canoe, but now we had to get back into the swirling water to 

free the canoe.  My panicked brain wanted to park that canoe and 

walk out of the wilderness.  Doug talked me out of it.  We had no 

idea where we were or how far we were from the nearest road.  I 

finally realized we had no choice but to collect our wits and 

our gear and stay with the river.  Which is what we did. 

I am reminded of that adventure every time I look at my 

wedding ring.  My original ring lies somewhere on the bottom of 

the Manistee river.  It came off in the cold water.  The one I wear is 

a replacement.  As Peter sinks beneath the waves of this gospel 

story and cries out in panic, I look at my replacement wedding ring 

and I understand the panic that comes with venturing out filled 

with good intentions and enthusiasm only to be swallowed up by 

the water.  In Matthew 16:18 when Jesus says, “You are Peter 

which means “rock” and upon this rock I will build my church.” I 

wonder did he remember that on the Sea of Galilee Peter sank 

like a stone?  I understand the panic of Peter.  I also understand 

that Jesus invites us to step out of the safety of the boat and 

join him on the water.  I would rather dismiss this story as the 
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creation of a hopelessly fanciful ancient imagination.  It is not.  It 

is a serious expression of Jesus’ call to Christian discipleship.  In 

reality it expresses a very contemporary experience of call and 

why most of the time we are not up to responding.

We need to get some things straight regarding this very 

well known Bible story if it is to be of any help to us.  Remember 

this. Jesus’ invitation to join him is an invitation no rational, 

reasonable person would accept.  Stepping from the safety of 

a boat onto the waves of a restless sea cannot be explained 

reasonably.  Jesus did not invite Peter to join him on a stroll in the 

park.  He invited him to share in the act of walking on the water.  

It is an outrageous and irrational proposition – something no 

respectable person would be caught trying.

Remember this also. The invitation to step from the comfort 

and imagined safety of the boat comes in the midst of a storm 

that is already raging. We would like to think that Christ’s invitation 

always comes in some moment of calm reflection, but it often 

does not.  It comes after the disciples have ventured out upon the 

water by themselves.  It comes after the storm has already begun.  

It comes with the words, “Take heart.  It is I; do not be afraid.”  

Jesus invites us to step from the safety of the boat because that 

is where he waits to meet us.   Whatever the storm, Jesus is out 

ahead of us walking on the water.
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Peter takes a bum rap in this story.  I have been told 

from my childhood that Peter sank because he lacked faith.  I 

think differently now.  I think that Peter stepped out of that 

boat filled with enthusiasm and good intentions.  People are 

always responding to God’s call filled with enthusiasm and good 

intentions.  But energy and good intentions are not sufficient 

when we find ourselves called out into the storm to attempt the 

irrational.  Enthusiasm and good intentions must find support 

in God’s hands.  If it was Peter’s fear and doubt that pulled him 

down then it was Christ who lifted him up.  The same is true 

for us.  Jesus calls and Jesus saves.  It’s as simple as that.  I 

understand how Peter must have felt.  Panic is powerful when the 

waters close in and we begin to sink. 

You and I have been called to be water walkers with Christ.  

The rational thing would be to stay put and not move – to ignore 

the call.  Who could blame us?  There is a storm raging and we 

have all we can handle just to stay afloat.  The reasonable course 

of action would be to stay safe until the trouble is over, but there 

is Jesus out ahead of us in the midst of the storm inviting us to 

participate in something that seems impossible.  I, for one, nearly 

lost my life once.  I know what it means to venture out where I 

don’t belong and to sink beneath the waves.  But Christ invites us 

none the less.  If we respond we must remember that excitement 
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and good intentions are not enough to see us through.  We must 

place our trust in the hands of God.  Peter did and what seemed 

impossible took place.  Jesus calls and Jesus saves.  It’s as 

simple as that.   The storm is already at hand and Jesus walks in 

the midst of it inviting us to come.  THANKS BE TO GOD.



The Joy of Falling Into A Drawer
A Sermon On Matthew 5:1-11

January 30, 2005
David G. Gladstone

I learned a long time ago that the best way to truly take a 

Biblical text into your heart is to sing it.  So today, having heard the 

text read we are going to sing it together.  The music is included 

in your bulletin.  You are the chorus.  I will sing the stanzas.  Be 

brave.  God is with us.  Who knows, you may just find a new 

calling to join the choir.

Sing “Blest Are They” by David Haas)

The person who taught me the most about the meaning 

of the Beatitudes was Terry’s great aunt Mary.  I met her for the 

first time over twenty five years ago this summer just before Terry 

and I were married.  She had come to the family cottage on Lake 

Louise near Gaylord to visit Terry’s Grandfather, Stanley Niles, 

her brother-in-law, and to attend our wedding in the chapel of 

Lake Louise Camp.  Measured in years lived, Aunt Mary was 

old.  She was at least 85 when I met her and her body revealed 

every day of those years.  She was a small woman.  Smaller 

now than when she was young.  She stood under five feet tall if 
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she stood straight which she had not been able to do in several 

years.  Arthritis  wracked her body.  Hands that once moved with 

skill over a piano keyboard now could barely hold a pencil. She 

walked with an unsteady shuffle and she looked as if the slightest 

breeze would blow her away like last years autumn leaf.

Old, slight, frail and infirm of body she dominated the room  

putting  the young,  and more physically fit in a place of willing 

subordination.  Her power came from her spirit.  No one could 

match it.  She was joy and faith personified.   She had been joy 

and faith personified all her life.  She had no need to tell you of 

the Love of God.  Her life was a witness to the love of God and 

the joy that love brings.   

She had been a preacher’s wife.  To her it was her calling.  

But she would abide no stuffy, quiet, proper role.  She shook up 

every congregation they ever served.  She and Victor were a force 

for youth ministry bringing drama into the church in an era when 

Methodists were more noted for what they were against than for 

what they stood for.  She organized dances and parties.  She shed 

the Victorian restrictions of her youth and brought Christ into the 

reality of  young people in the 1920’s and 30’s.  Her determined, 

joyful spirit left me wishing I had known her in her youth when her 
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physical presence was still able to support her spiritual energy.

At this point in her life, Aunt Mary enjoyed taking people 

out to dinner more than anything else she was still able to do.  

She reveled in treating groups of family and friends to dinner 

in a fancy restaurant.  Her joy in these parties was a complete 

mystery to Terry’s grandfather whose idea of haute cuisine was 

the Big Boy restaurant in Gaylord.  Aunt Mary invited the whole 

family out to dinner in honor of our upcoming wedding.

We gathered in the Chalet Restaurant.  There were twelve 

of us all seated as Aunt Mary’s guests.  She was all smiles and 

giggles ordering the waiter to be extra special to us and promising 

to reward him for his service.  Terry’s grandfather was seated 

directly across from Mary.  He squirmed in his seat and nearly 

fainted when he saw the prices. He muttered something about 

how we should all order from the lunch side of the menu..  Aunt 

Mary laughed out loud and scolded him for having been cheap all 

his life.  She then announced that ordering from the lunch menu 

would be an insult.

The conversation turned serious.  Terry’s grandfather 

continued to squirm and announced that he would take care of 
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the tip.  His formula for tipping was based upon the amount of 

time it took to eat the meal.  He figured a service fee of a dollar 

for each hour of service rendered.  If we ate quickly he would 

only leave a 75 cent tip.  Terry’s parents talked seriously of their 

son’s recent troubles and worried out loud about whether they 

were responding in the right way.  Someone else told of troubles 

they were having finding a job.  Aunt Mary listened as long as she 

could stand it and then she began to giggle.  It was her signal that 

this was not the conversation she expected to have at her dinner 

party.  

“What’s so funny?”  We asked.

“Well I had trouble today too.” She replied  “And since 

you’re all talking about your problems I thought I would tell you 

mine.”  Once again she commanded the room.  “This morning 

when I went to get dressed, I opened my dresser drawer and as 

I leaned over to pick out my underwear I lost my balance and fell 

into my dresser drawer face down into my undies.  I couldn’t get 

out.  My feet were off the  ground and my head was in the drawer 

and I thought, now what is someone going to think if they find me 

this way and then I began to laugh at how silly I must look..  Who 

would have thought that the young girl who loved to dance would 

someday fall into her dresser drawer and not be able to get out?”  
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And then she began to giggle all over again.

You see, Aunt Mary knew that for those who placed God 

at the center of their lives, life is more than a stream of problems 

and infirmities.  Because she knew and trusted in God’s love, 

her spirit remained joyful and transcended the realities of her old 

age.  She also knew that Christians need not wait until we die to 

share in the fullness of God’s ways.  She would be joyful in spite 

of her limitations of body.  She would be joyful even though her 

problems were real.  She would not wait to experience God’s 

ways. She would live now has she knew God wanted the whole 

world to live in the coming of the kingdom.  Blessed are they in 

the middle of real problems who still live as the children of God 

for they shall see the fullness of God’s kingdom.

This is the lesson of the Beatitudes that Aunt Mary taught 

me.  Christianity is not a scheme to reduce stress, lose weight, 

advance one’s career, or preserve one from illness.  Christian 

faith, instead is a way of living based on the firm and sure hope 

that meekness is the way of God, that righteousness and peace 

will finally prevail, and that God’s future will be a time of mercy 
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and not cruelty.  So blessed are those who live this life now, 

even when such a life seems foolish for they will, in the end, be 

vindicated by God.



AGAINST ALL ODDS
A Sermon On Matthew 13:1-9 & 18-23

July 14, 2002
David G. Gladstone

And he told them many things in parables, saying: “Listen! A sower 
went out to sow.

 If you have been around me at all this week I am certain 

you are tired of hearing tales of Choir Camp.  Part of me wants to 

apologize.  Trying to listen and understand someone else’s mountain 

top experience is tedious to those who did not share the experience.  

But another part of me remains unapologetic.  Choir Camp is a time in 

my ministry every year when the connection between effort and result 

is close.  During the seven days of Choir Camp everything a counselor 

says and does matters – the smallest kindness may make the difference 

for a homesick child – the seemingly insignificant moment may be just 

what a rejected teen needs to hear.  Choir Camp, in the language of 

today’s parable, represents sowing on a vast personal scale.  Seeds of 

kindness, seeds of love, seeds of compassion and understanding, seeds 

of challenge and high expectations, seeds of calm acceptance, seeds of 

inclusion, seeds of cross racial friendships, seeds of grace and seeds of 

hope.  Such seeds are sown, planted, dropped around breakfast tables 

sticky with spilled pancake syrup.  These seeds are cast in the dim 

light of flashlight Bible study after lights out in a sweltering cabin.  
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Continuing with the image of today’s parable, they are cast with no 

thought as to how they might be received.  They are cast upon the 

ready heart and the hard.  They are offered to the prepared and the 

unprepared – the willing and the resistant.  Some lie dormant for years 

and then spring to life at a later time when conditions warrant.  Some 

take root quickly but flourish all too briefly.

 

 The indiscriminant sowing exalted in this parable has always 

troubled me.  I know that ancient farmers had little control over the 

environment into which they cast their seed.  I know that they cast 

abundantly in order to compensate for the unfavorable conditions.  

Over planting insured that some seed would find suitable soil.  It is 

possible to read this parable as an admonition that we should be better 

soil for the seed offered from the master.  But reading this parable 

close on the heals of Choir Camp 2002 makes me wonder if Jesus 

might be seeking to encourage the sower more than admonish the 

soil.  Perhaps Jesus is telling us that God plants with no thought as to 

the readiness of the soil.  Could it be that Jesus is telling the disciples 

that their job is to cast the seed abundantly without regard to where it 

might or might not take root?  It’s just a thought.

 Contemporary Christianity seems to focus on the suitability 

of the soil.  Some in the Christian community seem to be saying that 

only certain hearts are ready to receive the seed of God’s grace.  Some 
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energetically declare that certain hearts are unsuitable for planting 

and will only ruin the seed that is offered.  But I think of Choir Camp 

and the courageous and frenetic casting of seed that takes place there 

and I prefer to think that maybe that is what Jesus had in mind.  After 

all, who is to say what may or may not be fertile ground?  What does 

God need more?  Does God need spiritual soil testers marking some 

as worthy and others as a waste of effort?  Or does God need those 

who will cast the seeds of grace abundantly, unrestrictedly and against 

all odds?  After all, is it not God who works to make things grow 

even in the unlikeliest of places and conditions?  I look at this parable 

differently now.  I am less concerned with the soil and more concerned 

and astonished by the sower who casts the seed about without judging 

where it might fall.  The goal seems to be to get as much out there as 

possible in order that even a crack in some concrete heart might find 

the love of God taking root. 

 Think of it this way. Back to the Choir Camp illustration.  

Within the lives of the 200 young people who attended that camp 

you can bet that every possible expression of human experience is 

present.  We have kids from loving and stable homes.  We have kids 

from the Methodist Children’s village.  We have kids who know only 

love and support from their family.  We have kids who know violence 

and abuse.  We have kids with agency and we have kids who struggle 

every morning just to leave the house.  Our goal as a staff is to offer 



132

With The Confidence of the People of God

the love and grace of God to every child in that camp without regard to 

their worthiness.  As a result we have seen an abundance of hope take 

root and grow.  The yield exceeds the effort by a factor of ten.  If we 

stopped to assess the odds we would all stay home, but we are sowers 

and it is our intention to sow and let God do the rest.

THANKS BE TO GOD.



“LIKE HEAVEN...LIKE”
A Sermon on Matthew 13:31-33, 44-52
David G. Gladstone
July 25, 1993

WHAT DO YOU SUPPOSE THE KINGDOM OF HEAVEN IS LIKE?

 Did you see the movie FIELD OF DREAMS?  Do you remember 

the scene after Kevin Costner has turned his corn field into a baseball 

stadium out in the middle of nowhere and a group of men in antique 

baseball uniforms emerge from the corn field into the bright lights of the 

baseball stadium?  Bewildered and confused they approach Kevin Costner 

standing at third base.  “Is this heaven?” they enquire. Costner replies, 

“No. This is Iowa.” Its a great line.  If people remember nothing else from 

that movie they remember that line.  It speaks of a desire running deep 

within even the most cynical of us. It speaks of our desire to be taken 

from this most imperfect world to a place “where troubles melt like lemon 

drops away above the chimney tops.”  And it speaks of our disappointment 

when time and again we discover that we are not in Kansas anymore.  This 

is not heaven, its only Iowa. Is the Kingdom of Heaven some far distant 

place where wishes come true?  What do you suppose the Kingdom of 

Heaven is like?

 Do you suppose the Kingdom of Heaven is some special place 

reserved only for the very best people? Do you really think that Saint Peter 

sits at the Pearly Gates checking credentials and admitting only those who 
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have followed the rules and gotten it right?  Is the Kingdom of Heaven 

some kind of exclusive resort where only members are admitted and non-

members are turned away lest the neighborhood decline with the presence 

of undersirables.  What do you suppose the Kingdom of Heaven is like?

 My father loved to walk through the hills of the Manistee National 

Forest around Mesick.  As I finished my high school years we spent many 

hours together walking through those woods. Whatever had gone wrong 

during the week would be wiped out for the time that we walked through 

the woods.  Sometimes my dad would stop at the crest of a hill where we 

could look out over the valley to the place where small farms gave way to 

the forest and he would say, “Isn’t it beautiful? Heaven must be something 

like this.”  Is that what the Kingdom of Heaven is like - a place of beauty 

where everything seems perfectly in place.  What do you suppose the 

Kingdom of Heaven is like?

 The disciples of Jesus must have asked the same question.  The 

writer of Matthew certainly tells us that Jesus spent considerable energy 

on the subject.  We know that the disciples felt a urgency that we do not 

share.  They were convinced that the end of the age was upon them.  They 

fully expected that they would experience the end times before they died.  

Jesus was aware of this expectation.  I fully believe that Jesus wanted 

desperately to help the disciples understand the nature of the Kingdom 
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of Heaven which he had come to initiate. So, here in Matthew we are 

presented with five similes stacked right on top of each other illustrating 

the nature of the Kingdom of Heaven.

What do you suppose the Kingdom of Heaven is like?  Look no further 

than the thirteenth chapter of Matthew.

 The Kingdom of Heaven is like a mustard seed - tiny, the smallest 

of all seeds - planted in a field,  possessing within itself the power to grow 

into a magnificent bush in which God’s creatures may find a home.

 The Kingdom of Heaven is like yeast that mixes with a little flour 

and transforms the flour giving it lightness and texture and character.

 The Kingdom of Heaven in like treasure hidden in a field just 

waiting to be found and when discovered brings with it great joy.

 The Kingdom of Heaven is like someone in search of a fine pearl 

who upon finding that pearl gives up everything to make the pearl their 

own.

 The Kingdom of Heaven is like a great net thrown into the 

sea gathering within itself fish of every kind and bringing all to a final 

accounting.
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 What do you suppose the Kingdom of Heaven is like?  Nothing 

in any of these similes speaks of happiness in the hereafter. Only the last 

one refers to the end times at all.  All the others have something to do 

with transformation.  A tiny seed becomes a powerful bush.  A little yeast 

leavens the bread.  A discovered treasure changes a life. Someone gives up 

everything to acquire the pearl of great value.  The Kingdom of Heaven is 

not somewhere over the rainbow but is smack dab in the middle of Iowa.  

The Kingdom of Heaven is not the granting of our every wish but is the 

changing of our very lives.  The Kingdom of Heaven is not our reward 

for getting it right.  The Kingdom of Heaven is a treasure already in place 

waiting for our discovery.

 But what about the final simile? What does that say that the 

Kingdom of Heaven is like?  I believe it tells us that the Kingdom of 

Heaven does not discriminate. The Kingdom of Heaven gathers in 

everyone.  No exceptions.  Only in the final days will there be a sorting 

out.  In the meantime this transforming Kingdom  comes to us in the midst 

of our real lives and gathers all people within its net.

 Sisters and brothers.  The Kingdom of Heaven is just another way 

of saying the Kingdom of God.  As disciples of Jesus Christ we are called 

to live out God’s intentions.  We are called to offer this life to all others.  

Our hope is not just that all may learn of Jesus but that in that learning 
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all may be changed.  We are the people who plant the seeds in the fields 

of other lives just as someone planted in ours.  It is God who causes the 

growth.  The treasure has already been buried. The pearl has already been 

formed.  Come, let us enter this journey together and in the discovery 

know the presence of God.

THANKS BE TO GOD.



GOD, JESUS AND THE IRS
A Sermon On Exodus 3:1-15 and Matthew 16:21-

28
March 19, 2004
David G. Gladstone

Moses before the burning bush and Peter before a determined 

Jesus represent a common and often dreaded human moment.  It is 

the moment when one must choose between the comfortable and easy 

on the one hand and the profound but dangerous on the other.  These 

are departure stories.  They mark a turning away from that which is 

predictable and safe and a turning toward that which is unpredictable 

and unknowably dangerous. A different choice and there would be 

nothing further to tell.  What if Moses, faced with a burning and 

apparently talking bush, had kept his feet firmly within his shoes 

and beat a hasty retreat down the mountain?  Would there have been 

another to face down Pharaoh and part the Red Sea?  Would there 

have been someone else to bear God’s promise of hope and liberation?  

What if Peter had swayed Jesus with his rational but self-serving desire 

to maintain the status quo?  What if Jesus had taken Peter’s advice and 

beat a hasty retreat to Galilee?  Would there have been another to teach 

us that death cannot thwart God’s love?  Would there have been any 

real reason to remember the life of a first century itinerant preacher 

whose message was nothing more than flamboyant expediency?  These 
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are departure stories.  Their power lies not in blind belief that a bush 

can burn without being consumed but in the close encounter with a 

divine presence calling us beyond ourselves for the sake of fulfilling 

a divine agenda that hope and liberty, justice and love should replace 

brutality, bondage, and injustice.

Why do you suppose Jesus seems so harsh with Peter?  After 

all, Peter is acting out of his love for his dear friend.  He is not really 

Satan.  Is he?  I easily imagine that Jesus’ words hurt Peter deeply.  

Could Jesus not understand Peter’s legitimate concern?  But did Peter 

have only Jesus’ well being at heart?  Perhaps Peter was also aware of 

the danger he himself might face if Jesus were determined to continue 

on to Jerusalem.  Perhaps Peter’s concern for Jesus’ safety might be 

tempered with concern for his own future.  In this story Peter stands 

in the place of Moses.  Peter is the one of uncertain fortitude.  Peter is 

the one with much to lose.  This is the issue in the departure moments 

of life.  Do we really want to take the journey that is before us?  Could 

we not find another to travel in our place?  Peter is more of Satan 

than he knows for he represents that which distracts away from God’s 

agenda and toward a self- serving concern for safety and achievement.  

Jesus is the one fully committed to God’s purpose.  Jesus is the one 

who knows that those who want to save their life must first lose it.

Moses was finally inclined to listen to God and return to 

Egypt.  But he needed to know who he should say had sent him.  In 
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the polytheistic expectation of the day he might have said that the god 

of the burning bush had sent him.  If that seemed too week he might 

have said that the god of the mountain had sent him.  But the God who 

sent Moses and the God to which Jesus was so singularly devoted, 

and the God who calls us to get up off the couch and be Christians in 

an unholy world, is not a God defined by physical wonders but rather 

a God of relationship.  “Who shall I say sent me?” asks Moses.  “Tell 

them I AM sent you.” comes the reply.  Not the God who does, but 

rather the God who is.  Not the God of a place, but rather the God of 

presence. 

So, why did I refer to the IRS in the title of this sermon?  Why 

did I choose to call it God, Jesus, and the IRS?  Partly it was just a 

gimmick to get your attention.  But mostly I was trying to think of 

something that represents the claim that the status quo world places 

upon us.  There was a day when mostly everyone worried about the 

final accounting we will be called to make when we stand before God.  

There was a day when people were motivated to live by the rules now 

for the sake of getting into heaven in the sweet by and by.  That day is 

no longer with us.  Most of the world lives with no thought to a final 

reckoning.  The real accounting most of us care about is the annual 

accounting that must be postmarked no later than April 15.  Far be it 

from me to suggest that anyone should flaunt the rules of the IRS.  I 

have no intention of doing so.  But I also have no intention of having 
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my life defined by what is revealed in my 1040 report schedule A.  The 

God of Moses has more important things for us to do. 

But there is something that has not changed.  I still see it in 

my work as a pastor.  It is difficult to talk about but I will.  It has 

been my experience that those of the deepest faith also have the 

greatest courage in the face of death.  This is not nostalgia for the 

days of Christian martyrdom.  Christians continue to be people who 

understand that there is more to the gift of life than what you can put in 

a U-Haul trailer.  There is truth in the old joke that a hearse has never 

been seen pulling a U-Haul behind it.  It’s not that faithful Christians 

long to escape this troubled world.  I’m a Christian and I find this 

world full of wonder and beauty.  I am not eager to give it up.  But 

Christians are called to something greater.  There are captives to be 

released.  There are Jerusalems to be faced.  There is love to be shared.  

Put down the remote.  Get up off the couch.  The person needed for the 

job is most likely you or me.  We have nothing to fear, and when they 

ask who sent you, tell them, “I come to you at I AM’s command.



CHRISTIANITY AND THE LAW OF 
GRAVITY

A Sermon On Matthew 17:1-9
David G. Gladstone

February 3, 2006

Six days later, Jesus took with him Peter and James and his 

brother John and led them up a high mountain, by themselves.  And 

he was transfigured before them, and his face shone like the sun, 

and his clothes became dazzling white.

The story of the transfiguration of Jesus before the eyes of the 

three trusted disciples has become for me a metaphor that accurately 

describes the challenge that faces the church and all Christian disciples 

in the twenty-first century.  It provides a metaphorical description of 

our need for vision and the difficulty of keeping that vision once we 

come down from the high spiritual mountain.

 When it comes to physics everyone understands the law of gravity. 

To put it in familiar terms, what goes up must come down.  We don’t even 

think twice about it any more.  If I throw this Bible up into the air you know 

it is not going to stay there.  Depending upon my strength and the height 

to which I throw it, sooner or later it will come down.  Quite likely it will 

come down on someone’s head. So certain are we of this expectation that 

if I even pretend to thrown this Bible in your direction you are quite likely 

to duck in anticipation of its fall.  We may fantasize about being free of the 
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law of gravity. We may concoct stories about Superman and his ability to 

fly, and a few of us will even venture to skydive and pretend briefly that 

gravity does not apply to us, but it is all pretend.  In the physical world we 

live strictly within the understanding that what goes up must come down. 

Why is it that in understanding the spiritual side of life we are so reluctant 

to acknowledge a similar law of gravity?

 I am concerned because much of what is being proclaimed as 

Christianity seems to promise that once your spirit is lifted to the heights 

on the wing’s of Gods love you will never come down.  I used to see this 

a great deal during the Music Director period of my life.  This would be 

the time of the year when I would read through countless Easter Cantatas 

looking for just the right one to select for my choir.  Many of these cantatas 

were designed to defy the law of spiritual gravity.  They would begin with 

rolling timpani and full orchestra bringing in eight part choir singing 

full fortissimo within the first eight measures.  They would then proceed 

through twenty minutes of triumphal music moving to a new and greater 

climax every sixteen measures.  After about three of these ascensions 

to the spiritual heights it seemed to me that any similarity between real 

Christian living and these cantatas was purely coincidental. The cantatas 

became a joke to me, a caricature of the Christian life, like a cartoon that 

over emphasizes one element for the sake of making a point.  It is not a fair 

representation of what life in Christ is all about.  Yes, there is joy beyond 

measure when we learn to live with Christ at the center of our lives.  The 



144

With The Confidence of the People of God

experience of that joy and love is one of the highest spiritual moments 

one can have.  But life is hard and it is simply impossible to maintain that 

spiritual high at all times. Just like in the physical world there is also a 

law of gravity in things spiritual.  What goes up must come down. This 

is not reason to despair nor is it reason to question your worthiness as 

Christian disciples. Sadness, disappointment, confusion, even anger are 

real human emotions.  They come to us often for good reason.  I am very 

concerned when good Christian people and congregations speak harshly 

of themselves because they have fallen from the spiritual heights.  They 

somehow believe they have lost their faith.  They have not lost their faith 

they have just come down to some hard reality. Sometimes coming back 

to earth can give us quite a bump.

This is especially relevant in this current moment of our life 

together in this congregation.  The vision caught upon a high spiritual 

mountain can be battered and bruised in the daily reality of trying to be 

the church.  Once off the mountain the difficult realities of discipleship 

confront us.  Money continues to be short.  Ministries are delayed for 

lack of leadership.  Demands exceed resources.  What seemed so clear 

upon the mountain gets obscured in the daily routine of just trying to keep 

things going.  Instead of standing in awe before the vision God offers we 

cower in fear before the barriers and difficulties that seem so real once we 

have come down off the mountain.  Like I said, what goes up must come 

down.  We struggle with this in the life of our church.  I struggle with it as 
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a pastor trying to keep a spiritual grip on myself as I seek to be of service 

in this congregation.  

Just before he died, Edwin Friedman wrote about the nature of 

barriers and obstacles that individuals and families and communities 

of people confront.  He wrote that most of the barriers that retarded or 

delayed the growth of communities and civilization turned out in the end 

to be emotional barriers rather than physical barriers.  They were barriers 

of the heart not barriers in any other capacity.  Whatever it was that simply 

could not be done it turns out could not be done simply because people 

could not make the emotional break to allow it.

Consider the beginning of the age of discovery that brought 

Columbus and others to America and resulted in the circumnavigation 

of the world for the first time.  Before these explorers it was assumed 

that no one could venture beyond the equator – no one could sail much 

beyond the sight of land because one might sail off the end of the earth.  

These barriers, real as they were, were not barriers of physics.  They were 

barriers of the heart.  They were emotional barriers that were founded in 

myth rather than fact and they acted to limit the development of European 

civilization for centuries.  It took courageous and persistent people to set 

these barriers aside and embrace a new vision of the world.

I am abundantly aware of the politically correct pitfalls that 

come with using this example, and I am not suggesting that violence and 

injustice did not also accompany the age of discovery.  It is simply an 
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excellent example of emotional barriers.  I have come to see that what is 

wrong with the church is not that we lack anything but rather that we think 

we are lacking.  The work of the church is down off the mountain in the 

valleys of reality and everyday living.  We would rather hang around with 

Jesus on the spiritual heights, but Jesus will not allow that.  We will find 

our salvation in the day to day struggle to be Christian people in a world 

that grows ever more in need of compassion, justice and mercy.  We may 

think that we cannot enter that territory, but the barriers we see are mostly 

barriers of the heart and of the spirit.  They are only real because we think 

they are real.  We are called to live dangerously for the sake of Jesus the 

Christ.  Once we venture into new and frightening territory and discover 

the spiritual treasure buried there, we will enter a time of great adventure 

for God.

THANKS BE TO GOD.

 



LOOKING DOWN FROM THE
MOUNT OF OLIVES

A Sermon on Mark 11:1-11 and Philippians 2:5-11
Palm Sunday

March 23, 1997
David G. Gladstone

 The road from Galilee to Jerusalem follows the course of the River 

Jordan valley south to the ancient city of Jericho.  As long as the traveler 

stays close to the river, water and food are abundant. Jerusalem remains 

hidden by distance and by the barren hills of the Judean desert.  Jericho 

is the last stop near the river before the Jerusalem bound pilgrim must 

turn west and begin the long climb out of the lush river valley through the 

barren wilderness and finally up to the Holy City of Jerusalem.  Jericho 

is the place where the journey gets serious.  Food and water abound in 

Jericho.  Blind Bartimeus  cries out for healing in Jericho. But beyond 

Jericho the easy journey disappears. How many ancient pilgrims reached 

Jericho and decided not to continue?  How many ancient pilgrims looked 

at the climb up out of Jericho and chose to stay near the river where the 

livin’ is easy, the fish are jumpin’  and the cotton is high?

 Turning west from Jericho the road begins a steady ascent from 

400 feet below sea level to over 2000 feet above sea level in the space of 

seventeen miles.  The very first hill requires a climb of 600 feet before 

the more gradual ascent through the dry rock desert of Judea begins.  On 
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a clear day, from the top of that first hill, Jerusalem can be seen in the 

distance - a faint and shimmering city on a hill no longer hidden from 

view.  To the passover pilgrim, winded by the climb out of Jericho, the 

vision of Jerusalem in the distance brought encouragement for the journey 

ahead. How different it must have felt to Jesus!  The sight of Jerusalem 

through the desert haze brought to Christ the knowledge that the suffering 

to which God had called him now loomed before him - faint but growing 

in clarity. Each step through the desert wilderness now brought Christ 

closer to the confrontation with false authority and false hope that he knew 

would lead to his crucifixion.  For the rest of this journey, Jerusalem would 

move in an out of view as Jesus and his disciples walked up and down the 

desert hills.  But from now on, each time Jerusalem came back into view 

and back into consciousness it would be seen larger and more clearly than 

before.

 The Mount of Olives stands as the last hill on the journey before 

the full reality of Jerusalem.  On its eastern slope in Bethany the home 

of Mary and Martha and Lazarus  offers to Jesus a final moment of rest, 

a final time shielded from the full view of Jerusalem, a final moment to 

savor the love of close personal friends.  I can imagine Jesus in their home 

before he climbed to the top of the Mount Of Olives to face the full reality 

of Jerusalem bathed in the bright sun.  From the top of the Mount of Olives 

all of Jerusalem lies revealed. Nothing would have been hidden from Jesus’ 
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eyes.  From here he could look down upon the temple mount as thousands 

of passover pilgrims prepared for the holy days to come.  From here he 

could look straight through Solomon’s Portico (the straight gate) to the 

Temple facade.  From here he could remember his days of temptation in 

the wilderness when Luke tells us Satan brought him to the pinnacle of the 

very temple now before him and taunted him to cast himself down from 

the peak and be saved by the angles. Once again just as in the beginning 

of his ministry, the Temple stands before him as a vision to be reckoned 

with.  In this moment Jesus must chose.  Will he step toward Jerusalem 

or away from Jerusalem?  Will he embrace the mission God has placed 

upon him or will he turn to the east and retreat into the lush green shores 

of Galilee?

 My brothers and sisters, we are so used to singing our hosannas 

on Palm Sunday that I fear we have lost the power of the moment.  If it 

had been me looking down upon Jerusalem from the Mount of Olives I 

would never have directed my friends to bring that colt.  I know a losing 

battle when I see one.  How easy it would have been to step back to the 

east down the far slope of the Mount, back into the security of Bethany 

to break open a bottle of wine with Mary and Martha speaking of the 

confrontation that might have been.  We would have congratulated each 

other on the wisdom of our choice to avoid the conflict. We would have 

agreed upon the futility of fighting the powers that be and the wisdom of 
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living in compassionate obscurity along the shores of the Sea of Galilee.

 But God did not call me to Jerusalem.  God called Christ.  And 

the stunning, overwhelming reality is that looking down from the Mount 

of Olives, Christ embraces the mission God has placed upon him, mounts 

the colt brought to him and steps toward Jerusalem.  The significance of 

Palm Sunday does not lie in the joyful but misguided hosannas sung by 

those going before and behind Jesus as he rides through the Kidron Valley 

between the Mount of Olives and Royal Portico of the Temple Mount.  The 

significance of Palm Sunday lies in the choice Jesus makes to embrace the 

mission God has placed upon him.  From here on out the fulfillment of the 

mission is all that matters.

 How often have we stood looking over the reality that lies before 

us and pondered whether to proceed or turn tail and run?  How often have 

we looked out upon an unpleasant reality and decided that we didn’t have 

it in us to follow through?  How often have we failed to believe that in all 

things God is with us?  How would it have been if you or I stood looking 

down from the Mount of Olives instead of Jesus?  True.  Without the 

journey into Jerusalem the crucifixion might have been avoided, but so 

would the resurrection.  Without the full embrace of God’s claim upon our 

lives resurrection is not possible and we are stuck.



151

David Glenn Gladstone

 Palm Sunday marks to moment when Jesus turned himself over 

fully to God’s purpose.  In so doing he modeled for us a great truth of the 

Christian life.  To gain your life you must lose it.

Let the same mind be in you that was in 
Christ Jesus, “who, though he was in the 
form of God, did not regard equality with 
God as something to be exploited, but 
emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, 
being born in human likeness. And being 
found in human form, he humbled himself 
and became obedient to the point of death 
- even death upon a cross.”

 

 This is the Good News of Jesus Christ.  One called Jesus gave 

himself completely over to God’s purpose.   Blessed is he who comes in 

the name of the Lord.  Thanks be to God.



ENOUGH IS ENOUGH
A Sermon On Mark 6:30-44

July 20, 1997
David G. Gladstone

 Today we consider what has come to be my favorite gospel story, 

“The feeding of the five thousand.”    Even those with only a nominal 

Christianity or no Christianity at all know the basic details of this story. The 

scene is somewhere around the Sea of Galilee.  The apostles gather around 

Jesus apparently after some time apart.  They come to report on the work 

they have done in his name, to tell him about the results of their teaching 

and ministry.  Considering the manner with which the story begins, we can 

assume that these apostles have been rather hard at work.  Jesus perceives 

that they are tired and that the demands placed upon them were beginning 

to wear them down.  Mark tells us that people were coming and going and 

that the apostles had no leisure even to eat.  At the invitation of Jesus they 

try to sneak away to a deserted place.  They try to make their escape in a 

boat, but the crowd sees them going and follows.  When Jesus sees that 

the crowd has followed and that they are hungry he instructs the disciples 

to feed them.  They are indignant.  “You must be kidding.” they protest. 

“Tell them there is a Seven-Eleven on the corner where they can buy a 

slurppy and a hot dog.”  When Jesus insists that the disciples see what 

food can be found they come back with five loaves and two little fish.  I’m 
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certain that in presenting this meager hoard to Jesus the disciples expected 

that he would come to his senses and realize that they really did not have 

sufficient resources to feed the multitude.  But you know what happens.  

Jesus blesses the meager portions and hands them out to the assembly.  

Everybody eats and everybody is filled.  We call it the feeding of the five 

thousand, but that counts only the men.  Who knows how many women 

and children were also fed.

 I have pondered this story since my earliest Sunday school days 

back at Brooks Memorial Methodist Church in Marshall.  Numerous 

teachers have presented this story in Bible study over the years.  Every 

time it is considered we seem to get stuck on the same question.  We 

never see the lateness of the hour or the fatigue of the Apostles or Jesus’ 

consistent compassion for the needs of the people or the lame excuses of 

the disciples.  Instead we debate for hours on the question, “How’d he do 

that?”  We have put a lot of energy into this question over the years and 

we have come up with a couple of theories of how Jesus accomplished this 

trick of feeding over five thousand people with five loaves and two little 

fish.

 One theory is the shame theory.  According to this theory there was 

no real shortage of food at all, only a shortage of generosity.  This theory 

goes best with the account of the miracle in the gospel of John where 
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the five loaves and the two fish are found in the possession of a young 

boy.  The thinking behind this theory says that everyone had brought food 

but they were hiding it in their robes.  Once a little boy stepped forward 

to share his food everyone else was shamed into revealing and sharing 

the food they were hiding.  This theory is useful in turning the story into 

an instructive tale with a moral message.  If we buy this theory then the 

miracle of the feeding of the multitude becomes a warm fuzzy admonition 

against stinginess. 

 Another theory answering the question, “How’d he do that?” 

might be called the distraction theory.  According to this theory the power 

of Jesus’ preaching so captivated the minds of the crowd that they forgot 

all about their physical hunger.  I have witnessed the power of distraction 

personally.  Years ago when Terry and I served on staff at Newburg Church 

in Livonia, the mission committee of the church became involved in the 

Saturday lunch program at Cass Community Church in Detroit.  Once a 

month we provided a Saturday lunch for the people of the Cass Corridor.  

It was a hot summer Saturday on our first visit and we were anxious about 

the whole project.  We had been told to expect one hundred people and had 

prepared what seemed like sufficient macaroni salad and sliced tomatoes 

for that number.  We also brought a good supply of chocolate sheet cakes 

we thought the people might enjoy.  Three hundred people showed up 

for that meal.  Not one hundred.  We had nowhere near enough macaroni 
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salad to feed so many, but it did not matter.  The guests were so focused on 

getting a piece of chocolate cake which we cut into ever smaller portions 

that when it was all over we had salad left over.  That story is still told at 

Newburg Church.  It is known as the miracle of the macaroni.  Distraction 

can be powerful.  But if distraction is the basis for understanding the 

feeding of the five thousand than we consign Jesus to the role con artist 

and huckster.

 I think we quest after the “How’d he do that?” question in an effort 

to avoid the real power of this story.  Far more important than “How’d 

he do that?” is the question, “What does this tell us about being disciples 

of Jesus the Christ?”  Consider this.  In the entire Gospel of Mark this is 

the only place where the writer refers to the twelve as “apostles” rather 

than “disciples”.  “Apostle” comes from the Greek verb meaning to send.  

Using it here Marks emphasizes that these twelve have been sent out as 

emissaries of Christ.  They are more than disciples of Jesus, more than 

mere students of the master.  They have work to do.

 It is not easy work.  They have come together to report on their 

efforts.  They are tired.  The hour is late and just when they think they are 

going to get some time to rest they look up and the relentless crowd is 

upon them again.  It seems as though the demands will never end. These 

apostles, these sent out ones, react in a very human way.  “Send them 

away!  Tell them to solve their own problems for a change.  It is late.  We 
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are tired and we do not have the resources to meet their demands.”  These 

are not words coming from some group of selfish inconsiderate people.  

These are the words of the followers of Jesus.  But it is hard to be your best 

when you are tired and stressed.  It is depressing to look out upon all that 

needs to be done and realize that the resources at your disposal appear to 

be so meager.

 “What do you mean there is another homeless person at our back 

door?  Didn’t we just host the MCREST program last week?  Why don’t 

they bother another church for a change.” “The roof leaks??!!  We just 

put that roof on the church fifteen years ago.  Why is it leaking already?  

We didn’t put the cost of a new roof in the budget.  We just completed 

a financial drive to make up our apportionment shortfall.  You can’t be 

serious about another drive to fix the roof.  Somebody else can give this 

time.”  These words are not the words of a selfish and inconsiderate group 

of people.  These are the words of modern day apostles, modern day sent 

out ones, who have discovered that there always seem to be more demands 

than resources and energy to meet them.

 If we think that we are unique in these feelings than we have not 

paid attention to the Biblical record. Not only did the disciples of Jesus fret 

on the shore of the Sea of Galilee, the gospels are filled with the disciples 

worrying over whether they had sufficient bread for the journey.  Matthew 
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tells of the feeding of the multitude twice; once with five thousand people 

and again with four thousand people being fed.  Another time the disciples 

are traveling with Jesus through the Judean desert.  As they travel one of 

them asks if anyone thought to bring any bread. “I didn’t bring any bread.  

I thought you brought bread.  I didn’t bring bread.  You were supposed 

to bring bread.  Oh my God.  We are in the desert without any bread.  

We’re all going to die.”  Just then Jesus turns and says, “Do you not yet 

understand?  When we had five thousand people to feed how many baskets 

left over did we have?” “Twelve.”  “Yes. Twelve.  And when we had four 

thousand people to feed, how many baskets of bread did we have left 

over?” “Seven.” “Yes. Seven.”

 Brothers and sisters this is not about bread.  This is not Biblical 

instruction on how to make a recipe stretch to feed unexpected guests.  

This is about being those sent out in the name of Jesus the Christ and 

knowing that we do not have the resources to meet the demands of the 

multitude.  The Good News is that Jesus does not ask us to be the sole 

provider of every need, but Jesus does ask us to present what we have.  It 

is Christ who takes what we present and transforms it into the abundance 

we hope for.  

 The work of those sent out in the name of Christ is hard.  There 

will be many late nights and lonely places.  In this work we will often be 
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aware of how much there is to do and how little we have to present.  But 

fear not.  It is Christ who makes it enough for it is God’s desire that all 

should be filled.  THANKS BE TO GOD.



THE HUNDRED YEAR OLD AXE
A Sermon On Mark 8:27 – 38

September 14, 2003
David G. Gladstone

Turning and looking at his disciples, he rebuked Peter and 

said, “Get behind me, Satan!  For you are setting your mind not on 

divine things but on human things.”

One of the great treasures in the life of our family is our cottage 

on Lake Louise north of Gaylord.  Terry’s grandfather, Dr. Stanley B. 

Niles, helped found the Lake Louise Christian Community in 1935.  

The cottage was built in 1937.  It passed from Terry’s grandparents to 

Terry’s parents and now to us.  Over the years there have been many 

changes to the cottage.  We have it in our mind to make more changes.  

One might ask if the cottage is the same place it was over all those 

years.  Or have the changes render it a totally different place with no 

relationship to its original being.  This question can be illustrated by an 

axe that lives in the garage of the cottage.  Grandpa Niles liked to brag 

that that axe was a one hundred year old axe.  But in the one hundred 

year history of the axe it has had two new heads and three new 

handles.  Is it a hundred year old axe or not?  Does the continuity of 

its history depend upon the physical properties of the axe or upon the 

essence of the axe separate from the physical changes it has endured?
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This is not a trivial question.  It poses an issue that is very 

real in our Christian community and has been real since the very 

beginning of the Christian story.  To illustrate my point I would like 

to engage you in a little exercise.  Please stand if you are able.  Now 

take a moment to walk around and greet one another.  Look deeply 

at one another.  Appreciate the diversity of age and appearance.  If 

you are greeting someone you know, remember a few of the things in 

the life of this church you have celebrated together over the years.  If 

you are greeting someone you do not know, take a moment to share 

at least your name and maybe a small personal detail that will help 

you remember one another.  You need not be bound to your present 

location.  Feel free to walk around.  If there is someone who cannot 

come to you then be sure you go to them.  I will give you a few 

moments to complete this exercise then I will call time.  Be attentive to 

my voice because I have one final instruction for you as you return to 

your seats.  Ready?  Go.

ALLOW A FEW MINUTES TO COMPLETE THIS

Time is up.  Please return to your seats but do not sit down.  

Remain standing for a moment.  With your eyes closed and your 

heart in prayer think back upon the faces of those you have greeted.  

Remember their eyes.  Remember their touch.  Give thanks to God 

for their presence in this faith community on this particular day.  Now 

prayerfully consider these questions.  Who might you once have 
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greeted in such an exercise who is no longer present in this community 

of faith?  Who among those you have greeted this morning could you 

reasonably expect to greet in a similar manner five years from now?  

Who among those you greeted this morning are likely to be gone from 

this assembly before another ten years have passed?  How likely is 

it that you will be standing in this place fifteen years from today?  If 

you have happened into this worship service for the first time today 

as a visitor from another church or as someone checking this church 

thing out for the first time, ask yourself this.  What is ahead in your 

life that is likely to profoundly change your present circumstances?  

Prayerfully think on these things.  (pause)  You may be seated.

My brothers and sisters, there are things in this life that 

cannot be avoided.  The progress of time and the profound change 

that it always brings is one of them.  We must choose between two 

possibilities on this journey.  Will we travel with God as a people of 

faith and hope, or will our confidence fail.  Will we become those who 

deny the journey and divert from the Jerusalem in our future, or will 

we pick up the cross before us and proceed up the hill to crucifixion 

and on to the morning of resurrection.  To put it in the political jargon 

so common these days, are we spin meisters seeking to justify our 

lack of nerve, or are we people of faith who even in the valley of the 

shadow of death really do fear no evil?

Fortunately for us we have the Gospel of Mark and the story 
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of Jesus’ journey with his disciples to Caesarea Philippi.  The story 

begins with Jesus asking his disciples, “Who do you say that I am?”  

He might have said, “What do you think this is all about?” or “Do you 

have any idea where this is headed?”  The question itself is a metaphor 

pointing to the fact that along with the first disciples we all have our 

reasons for being here.  Some said he was John the Baptist.  Others 

maintained he was Elijah.  Peter declared him to be the Messiah.  

Some of us might say that Jesus brought peace to our troubled hearts.  

Others are not so sure about Jesus, but identify the church as the place 

they meet their friends.  Still others of us love to sing and we are here 

for that reason.  We all have our reasons for being here.  None of them 

are bad.  There is nothing wrong with any of it.  But this story in Mark 

signals the point at which Jesus begins to direct his disciples beyond 

their particular personal motivation and on toward the greater purpose 

of his coming.  In effect Jesus is telling his disciples that whatever 

moved them to leave their old lives must now give way to the greater 

purpose of his coming.

It is not a message they receive easily.  Peter takes the lead in 

suggesting ways to avoid the coming change.  Maybe Peter was right.  

Maybe it would have been better if Jesus had been more politically astute 

and found a way around the suffering that waited for him in Jerusalem.  

After all they were on the threshold of a great ministry.  If he played his 

cards right, networked with the right people, Jesus might go on for many 
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years helping hundreds of people and building a comfortable and well 

deserved retirement for himself and those who followed him.  Maybe 

Peter was right.  All that suffering predicted ahead could be avoided and 

many good and worthy things could still be done.  Wouldn’t it be great to 

sit with grandchildren and share the stories of their great adventures as 

Jesus and the disciples grew old together.  Jesus would hear none of it.  He 

called Peter, “Satan” and told him to get lost.  There are things in this life 

that must be done and circumstances that cannot be avoided.  We must 

choose to either courageously follow Jesus as faithful disciples or justify 

our diversion and proceed with our personal agendas.

Jesus calls this congregation to its own Jerusalem.  There is 

change coming that few of us desire and many of us wish we could 

avoid.  Illustrating that was the purpose behind our opening exercise this 

morning.  Pain and suffering wait on the road ahead.  There is always pain 

and suffering when the old gives way to the new.  If we take Peter as an 

example we might think we could avoid the coming changes and continue 

just as we are.  But Jesus knows better and in our hearts so do we.  The 

suffering that waits in every Jerusalem is a temporary suffering that in 

itself marks the road to resurrection and new life.  This is the Gospel Truth 

for us as individuals and it is the Gospel Truth for us as a church.  Beyond 

every Calvary there lies a garden and an empty tomb, the fire of the Holy 

Spirit and the birth of a new church.

Think of those you touched this morning.  For everyone one of us 
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who will be gone in five, ten or fifteen years there wait two younger hearts 

eager for the hope and love of Christ.  Those younger hearts will require 

new songs and new prayers and new ways of being the church.  Those 

younger hearts wait for the experience of Christ to move them rather than 

for talk about Christ to instruct them.  Those younger hearts long for a 

place of meaningful service not a place on a membership roll.  Those 

younger hearts cry out for relief from a meaningless pursuit of fun. 

Maybe Peter was right after all.  Jesus asked him, “Who do you 

think I am.”  Peter replied, “You are the Messiah.”  The question before 

us becomes will we follow him as faithful disciples through the suffering 

and on to the new life beyond will we cut and run and fool ourselves into 

thinking we can avoid the unpleasantness and remain just as we are.  

At our beloved cottage north of Gaylord there sits a hundred year 

old axe.  In those hundred years it has experienced many changes.  Along 

the way the head has been replaced twice.  Along the way the handle has 

been replaced three times.  But the continuity in the history of that axe 

does not lie in remaining physically the same.  The continuity lies in the 

essence of the axe remaining true to its purpose.  In Jesus’ words, “Those 

who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their lives for 

my sake and for the sake of the gospel, will save it.”  My brothers and 

sisters, let us take up our cross and live.  THANKS BE TO GOD.



THE EVER EXPANDING TABLE
A Sermon On Luke 24:13-25

David G. Gladstone
April 21, 1996

 When he was at table with them, he took bread, blessed and 
broke it, and gave it to them.  Then their eyes were opened, and they 
recognized him; (Luke 24:30-31)

 In the spring of 1958 my family moved to Mesick.  After the death 

of my maternal grandfather my parents purchased the old family farmhouse 

which had sat unoccupied for twenty years.  We moved north with the 

intention of renovating that old house and making it our permanent home. 

It was a time of high adventure for all of us.  I was seven years old. My 

sister Jean was six. Sister Carol was not yet two. Mom was twenty-seven 

and my dad would not turn thirty until December.

 I remember the first time we opened the place up and went inside.  

There was no water and no electricity. In the middle of the floor between 

the dining room and the living room a massive ornate steel grate covered 

the opening for the central furnace.  That was it – 

one hot air register for the entire house. I was fascinated rather than afraid.  

It was as though the whole house had been suspended in an earlier day 

and now had been reopened in order to reveal to me things I had never 

known.
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 I remember there being only one piece of furniture stored in the 

house.  That piece was a small but heavy table that stood in the center 

of the dining room. The table had been my great grandmother’s. My 

grandparents had left it in the house when they moved out in 1938.  It was 

made of oak.  It was square, about five feet long on each side, but it had 

six legs.  There was a leg at each corner and there were two legs in the 

middle of the table.  Each leg looked as though it had been turned from the 

trunk of a small tree.  They were massive - at least six inches thick. To my 

mother this table was a treasure.  I would soon find out why.

 As soon as we had water and electricity my parents began to invite 

family and neighbors to visit us as we worked to restore the house. I soon 

discovered that we were related to nearly everyone in Mesick.  What really 

bothered me was that I didn’t know any of these people.  To me they were 

all strangers, and they were all characters.  There was my Uncle Edmund.  

He was my grandfather’s brother.  I knew his name but that was about all. 

I also knew that Uncle Edmund had not been too careful when cutting 

wood with a buzz saw driven by a tractor.  He had lost several fingers 

on both hands - a fact that made him both an attraction and an aversion 

to my seven-year-old mind.  There was Wilford Harwood.  Wilford had 

worked for the Ann Arbor Rail Road most of his life. He had a tendency 

to disappear into the woods for days at a time and finally reappear later 

having no recollection of where he had been. My parents took great joy 
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in inviting these and other strangers to dinner at our house.  I would have 

been far more selective in my invitations.  At least, I thought, I won’t be 

confronted by very many of these strangers at any one time.  After all, how 

many people can you seat around a table that is only five feet square.

 I underestimated my great grandmother’s table. This was an ever-

expanding table. I discovered this on the day of our first dinner.  My 

mother asked me to help her pull the table apart.  She grabbed one side 

and I grabbed the other.  On the count of three we pulled and I discovered 

the purpose of those two massive legs in the middle of the table.  The table 

came apart to reveal a secret compartment which stored ten separate table 

leaves.  It could expand up to fifteen feet in length - more than enough to 

accommodate all the strangers my parents could assemble - more than 

enough to accommodate Uncle Edmund and Wilford Harwood and anyone 

else you could imagine in one sitting. To my seven-year-old mind this was 

truly an ever-expanding table.

 In the brief time that we lived in that old farmhouse I cannot recall 

a dinner where the table failed to accommodate those who gathered around 

it.  When unexpected people showed up, the table expanded to make room 

for them.  It never failed.  As a result we sat at table with many we might 

otherwise never have known: Rudy Flockbarth and his entire family sat at 

our table as they ran from the devastation of communist Czechoslovakia.  
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My great uncle Clarence who shunned Mesick for his work in New York 

in an organization called Trips For Reconciliation, he sat at our table. 

Another uncle seeking escape from the culture of alcohol that haunted him 

at home, he sat at our table.  All of these and many more sat with us around 

that table.  They were strangers to me, but that table was big enough for all 

of us.

 It was that seemingly ever-expanding table that came to my mind 

this week as I considered today’s scripture and as I reflected upon our 

United Methodist General Conference currently meeting in Denver.  It is 

also that ever-expanding table that comes to my mind as we move closer 

to merger with our brothers and sisters at Peace Church.  Consider this. 

What if those disciples making their way from Jerusalem, so afraid and so 

defeated, had refused to sit at that table with the stranger who had joined 

them on their journey? What if, because of their fear and their distrust 

of all outsiders, they decided to limit the access to their table and told 

the stranger to be on his way? For the sake of self-protection would 

they not have missed the resurrected Christ?  FOR THE SAKE OF 

SELF PROTECTION WOULD THEY NOT HAVE MISSED THE 

RESURRECTED CHRIST?

 This is not a trivial concern for Christian disciples in 1996.  Our 

journey is no less difficult than those who walked from Jerusalem to 
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Emmaus on that first Easter morning.  We too are uncertain of the meaning 

of the resurrection events for our lives, and we still don’t know what to 

make of the reports that Christ may yet be alive.  On this anxiety charged 

journey many are cautioning us to be suspicious of all strangers.  We are 

being told to be careful with our associations. We are being urged to be 

selective as to whom we shall allow around our common table.  This week 

at General Conference some are saying that homosexuals have no place 

around our table.  Others are saying that we have no business sitting at the 

same table with Christians of other denominations.  Still others want to 

limit access to the table to those who will recite only one certain prayer. 

These issues are not new to our church.  In years past we have declared 

that women have no place at our table, or African Americans have no 

place at our table, or Native Americans have no place at our table. 

 I find this curious in people who claim to be disciples of Christ.  

After all, Jesus made a ministry out of reaching out to strangers and to 

those who were not welcomed in polite society.  If Jesus were to have a 

dining room table would it not be a table like that ever expanding table 

of my great grandmother?  How are we to know that the very stranger 

we exclude is not in fact the risen presence of Christ among us? Is it not 

true that if someone can be excluded from God’s table, then that someone 

could just as well be you or me?
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 On the road from Jerusalem to Emmaus, two disciples walked 

together trying to make sense of all that had happened.  While they walked 

a stranger joined them. He opened to them the meaning of the scriptures 

and their hearts burned within them.  That night the disciples made room 

for this stranger at their table and in the breaking of bread they recognized 

Christ among them.  Brothers and sisters, the Good News is that God’s 

table is an ever-expanding table - bigger even than the table of my great 

grandmother. We need not fear we shall lose our place and the stranger 

who sits with us may in fact be the presence of the risen Christ.  THANKS 

BE TO GOD.



“COME HOME!”
A Sermon On Luke 15:1-10

David G. Gladstone
September 12, 2004

 Can you remember a moment in your life when an invitation to 

come home came at the moment of your deepest distress?  I’m not talking 

about a casual call to come home such as you might hear from your mother 

when you’ve played beyond the last flicker of light on a warm summer 

evening.  I’m talking about the invitation to come home you received at 

some moment when you were convinced you had no home; the invitation 

that comes when you think no one cares; the invitation that comes without 

reservation and with no strings attached.

 I’ve had such an invitation to come home.  On previous Sundays 

I have told you about a note I once received from our former Bishop 

Judith Craig.  The note came from her while we were still living in 

Illinois and while we were trying to figure out how we could return to 

Michigan.  Things had not gone well for us in Illinois.  Five years earlier 

full of youthful enthusiasm we had moved to Downers Grove, a suburb 

of Chicago.  I was a diaconal minister of music and I had been offered the 

position at First United Methodist Church of Downers Grove.  It did not 

work out.  One of the things I remember about that period and which now 
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seems like an omen if I had been smart enough to recognize it, was the 

pervasive feeling that Downers Grove was never our home.  Oh we owned 

a house there.  It was a beautiful, big, old house.   But we were never at 

home in that place.  We lived there but it was not our home. After I was 

finally confronted with my failure in that congregation we began a long 

process of trying to figure out what to do next.  Terry helped me see that 

perhaps God was using this terrible situation to call me into a new form of 

ministry.  We made an appointment with Bishop Craig to see if it might be 

possible to return to Detroit as I studied for ordained ministry.  We had to 

wait three months to get that appointment with Bishop Craig.  By the time 

we flew to Detroit to meet with her I was feeling about as worthless as I 

imagine it is possible for a person to feel.  She was so wonderful in that 

meeting.  She heard our story.  She remembered my work in Detroit before 

we left for Chicago.  She said she thought she could find a place for me 

as a student appointment while I finished my work at Garrett.  That night 

we came back to Chicago with the first flicker of hope in my heart that I 

had felt in four months.  Several weeks went by and we had heard nothing.  

Then I began to get phone calls from district superintendents in Michigan 

wondering if I might serve in some country church somewhere.  One by 

one each of those inquires fell through.  I began to think that nothing was 

going to work out.  I felt lost and alone and terribly guilty for what I was 

putting my family through.  Then I received a note from Bishop Craig.  

It encouraged me to remain hopeful and it ended with this phrase, “Stay 
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steady.  We will bring you home.”

 Now I know that in telling these two parables, Jesus was talking 

to the scribes and the Pharisees.  These are not stories meant to reassure 

lost sheep.   They are stories told in an exaggerated manner to make a 

point. Jesus was fed up with the narrow way in which the scribes and the 

Pharisees conceived of God’s love.  These stories are meant to emphasize 

the extravagant nature of God’s love. God loves so much that no lost one 

will be left.  God might even break the rules of common sense in order to 

bring one back into the fold.  The parables directly challenge the Pharisitic 

sense of propriety.  They declare boldly that God’s love is always bigger 

than we can imagine.  That’s an important message to those of us who 

want to limit the circle of God’s love, who want to tell God who to love 

and who to forget about.

 I never want to forget the message Jesus was directing to the scribes 

and the Pharisees for there are times when I too think that God is just too 

free with this love that will not let anyone go.  But the way I remind 

myself of the power and the relentless nature of that love is to remember 

how it felt when I was lost and broken and the voice of God spoke to me 

in a note from Bishop Craig.  “Stay steady. We will bring you home.”

 I remember the power of that message in my life and I simply 
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cannot wish that that searching, inviting, healing, “Come home!”

be withheld from any child of God no matter how lost they are.  To 

those lost in addiction, God says, “Come home!”  To those lost in the 

wilderness of abuse, God says, “Come home!”  To those lost in failure, 

God says “Come home!” To those lost under an avalanche of anger, 

God says, “Come home!”  Brothers and sisters, the good news is that no 

matter how lost we are God always calls us home. Like a divine Motel 

6 God always leaves the light on for ya.  We need not worry that God is 

lavishing attention on others.  God’s love is more abundant than we can 

ever imagine.  An when we are finally brought back into the fold we may 

just be surprised at the other lost sheep that are already there.  That is 

nothing to fear. That is reason for JOY. Listen: Softly and tenderly Jesus is 

calling.  Calling, Oh sinner come home.



FEEDING THE RISEN CHRIST
A Sermon On Luke 24:36-48

May 4, 2003
David G. Gladstone

 “While in their joy they were disbelieving and still wondering, he 
said to them, “Have you anything here to eat?”  They gave him a piece 
of broiled fish, and he took it and ate in their presence.”

 When I was a teenager my whole family made an issue of how 

much I could eat.  In those days I was blessed with a metabolism that could 

consume vast totals of calories without showing an effect on my waistline.  

For a while my father tried to keep up with me.  He too had been skinny 

as a rail in his youth, but by the time I was sixteen and he was in his early 

forties he had lost his power to consume without consequence.  In my 

household I was known as the eating machine.  I reveled in this title every 

summer at the prestigious Davis Reunion.  The Davis Reunion was a get 

together of the descendants of my grandmother’s parents.  It was usually 

held in the yard of the Davis family homestead which was a farm outside 

St. John’s, Michigan.  Tables were borrowed from the church and set up 

under the trees.  Huge amounts of food appeared as each family arrived 

and by the time we were ready to eat there was enough to feed at least twice 

as many people as we had any right to expect.  After the family patriarch, 

my great Uncle Glenn, gave the blessing, all of us teenagers made a dash 

for the food.  It wasn’t that we were that hungry, and it wasn’t that we 

feared there would not be enough to eat.  Our conspicuous consumption 
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had more to do with announcing our presence than anything else.  I lead 

the way in this audacious declaration.  I picked the largest plate I could 

find and I piled the food high.  The old men, gathered in circles of folding 

chairs under the tress, stopped their talk of farm prices and the uncertainty 

of having a Roman Catholic elected to the White House, and watched in 

unison as I led the youngest generation through the food line.  At the end 

of the line our plates testified to our presence in the family.  We are here.  

We are real.  We will be fed.
 “While in their joy they were disbelieving and still wondering, he 
said to them, “Have you anything here to eat?  They gave him a piece of 
broiled fish, and he took it and ate it in their presence.”

 As a youth of sixteen I declared my presence in the conspicuous 

consumption of food.  As a pastor serving this church I know the pain of 

others for whom food declares the reality of their loneliness.  Time after 

time I meet with those who have lost a spouse.  For them, eating alone 

serves  only to remind them of their loss.  That is the way the reality of 

death comes to us.  In death there is no need for food.  The survivor needs 

to eat, but sitting at the table with the place mats just so and the table set 

to facilitate not only eating but talking also and sharing the journey of the 

day that is no longer necessary or desired.  Its too hard.  Unneeded food 

declares the absence of the loved companion.  One might as well grab a 

cold piece of chicken and eat it standing over the sink. Cooking for one 

declares he/she is not here. I am alone. There is no need to feed another.
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 “While in their joy they were disbelieving and still wondering, he 
said to them, “Have you anything here to eat?  They gave him a piece of 
broiled fish and he took it and ate it in their presence.”

 Which brings me to this obscure quote near the end of the gospel of 

Luke.  This is the third resurrection account in Luke.  On Easter morning 

Luke tells us how the women came to the tomb carrying spices expecting 

to tend to the body of Christ.  Instead they discover that the stone has been 

rolled away and the body of Jesus is missing.  Then two men dressed in 

radiant white appear to the women asking, “Why do you seek the living 

among the dead?”  The women return to the rest of the disciples, report 

what has happened and the reaction is one of  perplexed wonderment.  

Next Luke tells us that the same day two disciples are walking the seven 

miles from Jerusalem to Emmaus.  While they walk they are talking of 

the events of the morning trying to make sense of it all.  As they walk a 

stranger joins them and asks them to explain what they are talking about.  

They wonder if this stranger is from Mars or what.  Why does he not 

know of these important events?  So they tell the stranger how the women 

discovered the empty tomb and how they are struggling to understand 

what this may mean.  The stranger acts peeved with them and chastises 

them for being slow to understand and believe. That night they dine with 

the stranger and in the breaking of bread they recognize him as the risen 

Christ.  Again the sharing of food is connected with the presence of Christ.  

Through all of this the story is one of disbelief.  The disciples simply do 



178

With The Confidence of the People of God

not get it.  The resurrection is not real to them.  Once again I tell you that 

the real experience of Easter morning is perplexed lack of understanding.  

All of our triumphant Alleluias, all of our frantic litanies of, “He is risen!” 

do not convey the truth of Easter which is that the disciples did not know 

what to make of it at first and the risen Christ was unrecognized by them 

even when they walked with him seven dusty miles from Jerusalem to 

Emmaus.

 Thus we get to this final resurrection appearance in Luke where 

Jesus shows up at the gathering and demands to be fed.  I know he invites 

the disciples to see his hands and his feet.  I know he offers to let them 

touch him and see that he is real.  But for me the power of this story resides 

in Jesus’  demand that he be fed.  The disciples are still wallowing in joy 

and disbelief when Jesus asks, “Have you anything here to eat?”  This is 

Jesus piling his plate high in full view of the gathered family and thereby 

declaring:  I am here.  I am real.  I will be fed.

 Brothers and sisters,  I am convinced that we are in a spiritual 

crisis.  Christ has risen and we are still walking around in a fog wondering 

if it is real and wondering what it all means.  We are like those disciples 

on the road to Emmaus.  We are so consumed by what has happened or 

is happening to us that we cannot recognize the risen Christ walking on 

the road beside us.  But the solution to this problem is obvious.  The risen 

Christ demands to be fed.  Break bread and discover that the stranger 
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becomes the risen Christ.  Feed the risen Christ and be convinced of the 

reality of his presence.  It is no accident that the book of Acts begins where 

the gospel of Luke leaves off.  After the feeding of the risen Christ, Acts 

describes how the Holy Spirit came alive in the disciples and empowered 

them to carry the gospel out into the hungry world.

 How do you feed the risen Christ?  This is a spiritual feeding.  

This is about the need of every Christian to study and read and pray and 

listen for the word of God in their hearts.  This is about our need as a 

Christian community to nurture the presence of Christ in one another.  If 

the risen Christ is dead to you, feed him and be convinced of his reality.  

Join an adult Bible study.  Enter into a covenant disciple group.  Honor the 

sabbath not just as another day to hit the golf course but as a day set aside 

to center again on the reality of God’s love.

 People say there is a spiritual hunger in our land.  I believe it.  I 

believe that the crisis of poverty, the crisis of violence, the crisis of substance 

abuse, the crisis of abandoned responsibilities can all be understood as a 

crisis of spirit.  But if there is a spiritual hunger there is also an abundance 

of spiritual junk food.  You know what junk food is.  Junk food is the stuff 

we eat that tastes great but which offers no real nourishment. 

 I believe that this is God’s created world.  I believe that God is 
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working against sin and evil for the perfection of this world.  I believe that 

we are called to be God’s people in this task and I believe that Christ came 

to show us the way of love which is the essential element of God’s new 

way.  Christ is risen, but he demands to be fed.  Feed him and know that 

he is here and he is real.  THANKS BE TO GOD.



“SOWERS, SOIL, OR SEED”
A Sermon On Luke 8:1-8

May 13, 2007
David G. Gladstone

 How are your ears?  I don’t mean what do your ears look like or 

how far do they protrude from your head.  Rather, I mean to ask how well 

do you hear this parable?  Do you hear the words and respond with an, 

“Ah Hah!” or with a “So what?”  That is the trouble with parables. They 

either strike us as absolute pearls of wisdom or they leave us baffled and 

wondering what they could possibly mean.  The state of my hearing is 

generally a function of my mood. In happy times this parable speaks to me 

of the power of God working to create possibilities where little or nothing 

was expected.  In times of sadness I can hear only the abundance of barren 

soil.  How are your ears?  What do you hear in the parable of the sower?

 I think that my hearing is made more difficult by the fact that I 

can’t decide if this parable is speaking about the different varieties of 

soil or about the successes and frustrations of being a sower.  Is this an 

admonition for us to be good soil or is it intended to encourage us to 

continue to plant even in the face of adversity.  Hearing is difficult when I 

am confused by the message.

 Mother’s day is probably a good opportunity to consider the act 

of sowing.  Is that not what a good parent really does?  A good parent 

endeavors to plant the seeds of responsibility and creativity in their children.  
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When we think of the ideal mother parent we think of someone patient and 

nurturing, someone who tends to the garden of their children’s lives until 

they are able to strike out on their own. But every parent, teacher, care 

giver knows that there are no guarantees in this endeavor.  Luke neglects 

to mention it, but it is not just infertile soil that can endanger the crop.  

Disease and storm can sweep in upon the most fertile of fields and in a 

short time destroy what once seemed healthy and strong.    It takes courage 

and faith to be a sower of seeds.

 I am thinking this morning of two very dear friends of mine. No 

one could possibly ask for better parents.  They nurtured their children 

in the faith and in the church.  Their love for their children was complete 

and mature.  Their son and their daughter grew to be strong, creative and 

achieving adults. The soil of their children’s lives was rich and fertile. But 

the storm of disease and depression swept in upon their son until he felt 

himself locked in a torment none of us will ever comprehend. One day in 

1995 he took his own life and Bill and Kris Ritter can only embrace each 

other in grief knowing only too well the risks of planting and sowing.

  What is Jesus trying to tell us here?  There are no guarantees in the 

work of a sower. Once the soil is prepared and the seed is cast even healthy 

and strong new life may succumb to storm and disease.  But the sower of 

the parable is persistent and undaunted. The sower never stops even when 

the seed withers and dies.  The sower keeps right on planting trusting 

that some of the seed will find fertile ground and will survive storm and 
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disease.  Did your ears pick that up?  Was this parable meant to instruct us 

about sowing?   It all depends upon what you hear.

 It also occurs to me that there is a point of interface between sower 

and soil.  Is it not the responsibility of the sower to prepare the soil?  Why 

does this sower cast good seed without regard for the soil. Hard soil 

can be loosened. Rocky soil can be cleared. Weed choked soil can be 

cultivated. Is it not the responsibility of the sower to work the soil? But 

the sower of the parable cast his seed without regard for the soil.  It seems 

to me that there is a tight relationship between sower and soil.

 While we are on the subject let us consider soil.  I used to hear this 

parable and feel myself comforted by the belief that I for one was fertile 

soil.  Other people were hard or barren or filled with thorns, but I was pure 

and clean and ready for planting. Whatever seed God cast my way would 

find plenty of opportunity to grow.  Often this parable has been used to 

divide people into good and bad.  We are good soil they are bad soil.  Now 

I know the truth.  Sometimes I am fertile soil, but more often than I like 

to admit I have felt barren or rock hard or choked by worthless things that 

needed to be pulled out of my life.  At any given time I may have been 

any of the soils mentioned in the parable.  My ears do not like to hear this 

message but it is true. Perhaps this parable was not intended to divide but 

to include.

 A little later in Luke Jesus provides an explanation of this parable.  

The fact that there is an explanation has always annoyed me.  Being told 
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what must be found in a text goes against my English major training.  I 

much prefer to wander around in the images and explore the metaphor 

without being given a preset interpretation.  Never the less, the fact 

remains that sometimes we are the persistent sowers, casting the seed of 

God’s word far and wide.  Sometimes we are the hard and infertile soil 

unable to appreciate the gift of that seed.  Sometimes we are fertile ground 

just waiting for the seed to generate new life within us.  The constant in all 

of this is the seed of God’s love ready to be cast, ready to grow if we give 

it a chance.

 In light of this scripture, I need to say a word about Glenn and Muriel 

Smith who were victims of a terrible accident last Sunday afternoon and 

whose lives we will remember at a service in this sanctuary on Wednesday.  

I have seldom met a couple in which the love of God took deeper root and 

blossomed more joyfully than in Glenn and Muriel.  They were in church 

last Sunday and they were giddy to congratulate our confirmation class and 

excited that their best friend, Lucy Gray, was coming home from Florida.  

During the course of this past week I have encountered people who read 

about the accident and did not know Glenn and Muriel.  Speculation was 

offered that perhaps their deaths were not accidental.  In your presence 

this morning and for the sake of the community listening on the radio I tell 

you that there is not the slightest possibility that this was anything other 

than a terrible accident.  The seed of God’s love found fertile soil in the 

lives of Glenn and Muriel Smith.  The love of God bloomed in them in a 
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way that lovely to behold.  They cast the love of God to all around them.  

From now on in my life when I encounter this parable I will think of Glenn 

and Muriel.  In them I found true sowers of the word.

THANKS BE TO GOD.



“BODY CONSCIOUS”
A Sermon On Romans 12:1-8

August 25, 1996
David G. Gladstone

 I have reached that time in my life when I have become extremely 

body conscious.  This has been especially true since the last day of our 

recent vacation when I fell during the simple act of walking down the steps 

to the lake. I knew I was in trouble when I hit the last step and noticed that 

my feet were straight out in front of my nose.  In that moment I was quite 

sure that I was about to negotiate the final step on my rump.  And so I did.  

In the ten days since that event my bruised tail bone has complained about 

every seat and every bed I have tried to use. Camping and canoeing with 

the youth group I moved like an arthritic turtle. I think about every step. As 

the Bible says, “The Lord knows my rising up and my sitting downs”  and 

they have been exceedingly slow. Movements that once were automatic 

now require thoughtful consideration.  I am conscious of everything I do.

 This is just the latest in an anxiety driven reality that marks the 

onset of middle age.  Physical things that I used to take for granted about 

myself are beginning to fail me.  As a youth I could eat huge amounts 

of food and never gain any weight. Now approaching fifty I fight my 

own personal battle of the bulge and lose most of the skirmishes. At 

reunions with old friends the, “Good to see you.” is soon followed by, 
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“My, how gray you are!” I’ve been thinking about Grecian Formula but 

I can’t decide if bathing suit protocol allows you to use it on chest hair. 

Occasionally I think of something that will bring some relief from this 

body consciousness.  Last year I shaved off my mustache and achieved the 

illusion of being younger, but I am unwilling to shave anything else off.  

In this body consciousness I have become critical of most of my collective 

parts.  My hair is too gray.  My waist is too large.  My back is too sore.  

My hands are too thick, and my ears have sprouted hair.  That first look 

in the mirror each morning is more discouraging and the time required to 

emerge from the bath ready to face the day gets longer with each passing 

year.  The fact that I am healthy and normally aging is lost on me.  I obsess 

over the short comings of my various parts and am always thinking of 

how I can slow the aging process down and prop the sagging timbers of 

my structure up.  I have reached that time in my life when I am extremely 

body conscious and mostly critical of my imperfections.

 Body conscious is a good description of where we are in the church 

these days.  This has nothing to do with the presence of a Jazzercize class 

in our building, and it has nothing to do with the narcissism present in our 

society.  It has to do with Paul’s image present in today’s scripture of the 

church as the body of Christ and each of us being a member of that body.  

I am deeply troubled by our collective tendency to criticize and despair 

over other parts of the church - over other parts of the Body of Christ. 
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Just as I have failed to see that I am healthy and functioning well, so we 

in the church have taken to criticizing one another and condemning our 

imperfections.

 Years ago Charles Schultz did a Peanuts cartoon in which Snoopy 

the dog goes for a jog.  While he runs (on his hind feet like a human) 

his feet start complaining that his hands (paws) are not doing enough to 

maintain balance.  His eyes demand recognition declaring that without 

them he would soon run into a tree.  His legs complain that his ears and 

his nose are just along for the ride. Pretty soon the arguments get so loud 

that all his body parts shut down and Snoopy ends up falling in a heap 

on the road.  The fact is that it takes all our parts working together even 

imperfectly to keep us going.  We can discuss and even argue along the 

way, but as soon as we refuse to cooperate with one another the church, 

like Snoopy, falls into a dysfunctional heap.

 There has been so much arguing between the various parts of 

Christ’s body that I expect  to read in the Michigan Christian Advocate 

that the church has finally, like Snoopy,  fallen into a dysfunctional heap.  

We in the church have become body conscious and many of the parts 

of Christ’s body are busy spending all of their energy pointing out the 

imperfections of the other body parts.  Good News magazine tells us that 

our bishops are heretics.  The Peace and Justice Caucus closes its ears 
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whenever an evangelical speaks on the floor of annual conference.  We 

look into our ecclesiastical morning mirror and all we see are things to 

complain about.  Our congregations are too old.  Our worship is too stiff.  

Our ministry lacks vision, and our pastors are lazy.  It sounds a lot like my 

mid-life anxiety driven body consciousness.  We look at ourselves and all 

we see are the imperfections and the disappointments.

 The great tragedy is that this obsessive trivial self criticism goes 

on in a world where homeless still sleep in the streets, where unwanted 

children face loveless lives of scant opportunity, where drug and alcohol 

abuse destroy countless lives, and where millions of people live with 

no knowledge of God’s saving act in Jesus the Christ.  In a world filled 

with suffering, injustice and pain we are distracted by our self absorbed 

arguments within our own Christian community complaining that other 

Christians are defective, imperfect, or impure. Shame on  us.  In the words 

of my children when they have had enough of my self critical, blessing 

denying, whining, GET A LIFE.

 GET A LIFE!  How ironic!  We have a life!  What Paul is telling 

us in this wonderful passage is that Christ is now our life. Preaching is not 

our life. Teaching is not our life.  Giving is not our life. Christ is now our 

life.  It is through our preaching, through our teaching, through our giving, 

through our doing whatever we have been given by God to do that we 
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share this life in Christ with one another.  The acceptability of whatever 

we do in the Body of Christ does not depend upon the perfection of  our 

doing but rather upon our willingness to do it. This is doing not out of 

duty, not out of obligation, but rather out of the profound appreciation of 

the gift God gave us in Jesus the Christ.  This doing is a greatful and joyful 

response to Jesus the Christ.

 How I wish that we would quit complaining about all our 

imperfections an just get about the work of being the Body of Christ.  So 

what if one some of us know God in a way that causes us to raise our 

hands as we sing in worship.  So what if others of us know God in such a 

way that we are moved to sign petitions urging an end to the newspaper 

strike.  So what if some of us prefer to sing THE OLD RUGGED CROSS 

while others prefer to sing GOD OF THE SPARROW, GOD OF THE 

WHALE.  All of these things are needed.  It is not ours to perfect.  It is 

God who will take whatever we bring to the body and use it to strengthen 

the body.  God can use you.  God can use me.  God can use others that 

would surprise both you and me.

 The Good News is that in Christ all distinctions are erased.  We 

are made one in Christ.  All the divisions we cling to so loyally in this 

worldly life mean nothing in God’s kingdom. All of our imperfections 

and shortcomings are rendered insignificant in the love of Christ which 
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binds us together. I have reached a time in my life when I have become 

extremely body conscious.  But I  try not to obsess over the imperfections 

of my aging physical body.  Instead I seek to rejoice that I share a place 

with all who know Jesus in the Body of Christ.  Just as in one body we 

have many members and not all the members have the same function, so 

we, who are many, are one body in Christ, and individually we belong 

together.  GET A LIFE?  WE HAVE A LIFE!  THANKS BE TO GOD.

 

 



TRANSFORMING THE ORDINARY
A Sermon On John 2:1-11

David G. Gladstone
January 18, 2004

  
 

Jesus said to them, “Fill the jars with water.” And they filled them 
up to the brim.  He said to them, “Now draw some out, and take it to 
the chief steward.” So they took it. When the steward tasted the water 
that had become wine, and did not know where it came from.

 
John 2:7-9

I find it intriguing that in beginning to tell the story of Jesus’ 

ministry, the Gospel of John presents a miracle in which the most 

ordinary of substances, water, is transformed into wine.  Knowing 

that the Gospel of John has a special concern to communicate the 

theological significance of Jesus, I am moved to pay extra attention 

to this story.  In times past I have avoided confronting the message 

of this miracle.  Rather than embrace what the story tells me about 

Jesus I have fallen into the trap of arguing how it could or could not 

have happened.  Such arguments are a staple of first year seminary 

coffee breaks, but they offer nothing to those who seek to set their 

assumptions aside and embrace the journey of faith.  I have grown 

some in wisdom during the course of my ministry.  I am now much 

less interested in explaining and much more interested in experiencing.
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When it comes to transforming the ordinary I have almost 

nothing to offer.  I remember a number of years ago when Terry was 

planning Vacation Bible School for the children of Metropolitan UMC 

in Detroit.  She asked me to help her act out the very same miracle 

story we have just read.  She assigned me the role of Jesus, and asked 

me to figure out how we could stage the transformation of water 

into wine.  My solution to this FX problem was to take a stoneware 

communion chalice and place an amount of dry grape flavored Kool-

Aid powder in the bottom of the chalice.  With great fanfare I then 

lifted a clear pitcher of water and poured a generous amount into the 

communion chalice. Swishing the liquid around in the chalice I then 

poured the now purple liquid out into a glass and offered it to one of 

the counselors.  It took the children about two seconds to figure out 

how I accomplished the trick.  The unfortunate counselor who had to 

drink the stuff was upset that I had not thought to use presweetened 

Kool-Aid.  When I had a moment to evaluate the whole episode I 

realized that, unlike Jesus who managed to take the ordinary and 

transform it into something extraordinary, I had simply taken ordinary 

water and ruined it.  When it comes to miracles I clearly have nothing 

to offer.

We live in a culture at war with everything ordinary.  We want 

our sports extreme.  We want our military power to be super.  We 

expect our retirement portfolio to remain unfailingly bullish, and we 
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find our hearts dissatisfied with anything less than the home of our 

dreams.  All of this has led us to become a people constantly at war 

with the ordinary realities of our lives.  Whatever shape our lives may 

be in, chances are each of us has spent at least some emotional energy 

wishing we had more, wishing we lived elsewhere, longing for another 

chance, longing for another job.  This quest to transform the ordinary 

has led some to helicopter to the top of snowbound mountains to ski in 

the extreme.  Others strap glorified rubber bands to their feet and jump 

off bridges.  Some of us just hunker down resigned to things being the 

way they are and trying to make the best of it until the end.

Perhaps we are not too different from those present at that 

ancient wedding in Cana of Galilee.  Weddings are always moments of 

high expectation and hope.  Weddings are a time when we try to create 

a sense of the extraordinary, even though we know that the mundane 

and the ordinary return as soon as the party is over.  Weddings are 

a time to pretend that we have more money than we do, that we are 

prettier than we are, that we command more elegance than we really 

command.  I suspect that weddings in Jesus day had these things in 

common with weddings today.  Into that basic pretense that is present 

in every wedding comes Jesus.  Nothing in the text tells us that he 

expected anything other than to share in the celebration.  What he does 

not share, however, is the anxiety that comes when it is discovered that 

the wedding wine has run out.  His response to this moment of crisis 
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is to address an abundant supply of the most common substance in the 

creation – water.  Jesus turns 120 to 180 gallons of water into the finest 

of wedding wines.  Not the cheap stuff, but the good wine usually 

offered only at the beginning of the feast.  Jesus did this, the first of his 

signs and revealed his glory.  This was not a trick.  It was not pretend.  

It was the power of God to move into our anxious places and transform 

the ordinary into that which is extraordinary and abundant.

This afternoon we meet in the first of our all church summits 

entitled Casting the Spirit.  It will be a time to reflect upon how we 

have experienced God in the life of this church.  We will be talking 

about a lot of ordinary things.  But we will not be wishing they were 

different or that we could be in a different church.  Instead we will 

invite God into these ordinary places.  I firmly believe that hidden 

within the ordinary is everything God needs to create something 

extraordinary in the life of our church.  I believe that in offering what 

we have and who we are to God that God will work a transformation 

and that the result will be special and abundant.

I for one am not interested in how God will work a miracle 

within us.  I have no grape Kool-Aid hidden in a communion chalice 

for this afternoon.  I am convinced that there is nothing wrong with the 

ordinary things we have to share and I believe that those are precisely 

the things God will transform.  For Christians are not people who 

have more or who engage in foolish stunts.  Christians are those who 
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invite God into the reality of their lives and allow God to transform the 

ordinary into that which is special and abundant.  

THANKS BE TO GOD.



LET’S GO FISHING
A Sermon On John 21:1 – 19

May 14, 2000
David G. Gladstone

Simon Peter said to them, “I am going fishing.” They said to him, 
“We will go with you.” John 21:3

I am not much of a fisherman.  Early upon our arrival in my 

hometown of Frankfort, I did discover the great perch runs that were 

still common in Lake Michigan at the time.  In those days (the late 

1950’s) all you needed to catch all the perch you could eat was a 

supply of minnows, a hook, line and bobber attached to a long bamboo 

pole and the time to sit elbow to elbow with a couple hundred other 

fisherman stationed out on the breakwater that juts out from the beach 

into the lake.  There was no strategy to that kind of fishing.  My cousin 

and I would sit for hours drowning minnows and moving ten feet 

this way and ten feet that way hoping to find the magic spot.  Then 

suddenly for no reason that we could think of we would be catching 

perch faster than we could take them off the line.  I remember one day 

our buckets were so full of perch we could hardly carry them the four 

blocks back to my house.  Like a slimy Hansel and Gretle we dropped 

fish along the walk all the way home.

I have often thought that the easy early fishing of my childhood 

has ruined me for the more difficult fishing of today.  Things began 
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to change about the time I left Frankfort and headed for Albion 

College in 1967.  By then the great perch runs in Lake Michigan were 

a thing of the past.  Over fishing and the proliferation of Alewives 

had rendered the lake nearly worthless.  In an effort to restore some 

balance to the ecosystem the Department of Conservation had 

introduced Coho salmon into the lake.  They were supposed to eat the 

Alewives and restore some order.  The September I left Frankfort and 

headed off to college was the first time that Lake Michigan was open 

to salmon fishing.  But this was not the fishing I had known.  This was 

fishing of a higher order.  Salmon fishing is not a casual thing.  You 

don’t fish for salmon sitting lazily on the breakwater.  Salmon fishing 

requires expensive equipment and powerful boats that can take you far 

out into the lake to fish the deep water. Salmon fishing required guides 

and fish finders and steel line and down riggers.  Perch fishing was for 

the many.  Salmon fishing was for the few.  A change had occurred.  As 

a fisherman I was left behind.

Occasionally I will fish for rock bass when Terry and I are on 

vacation up at Lake Louise.  It is the closest thing I have found to the 

perch fishing of my youth.  I go out in a little twelve-foot aluminum 

boat with a forty-five year old Johnson 51/2 horsepower motor.  I 

put a night crawler on a hook and drop it into the water.  It is the 

fishing I am comfortable with.  It is not very productive but it is the 

fishing I know.  Like a lot of people and a lot like the church I prefer 
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to stay with the fishing I understand even though it has long stopped 

producing results.

Sometimes I think about that salmon fishing that began in 

1967.  I’ve talked to a lot of those fishermen over the years and 

it occurs to me that they are really more interested in acquiring 

equipment than they are in catching fish.  This occurred to me one day 

as I watched a salmon fisherman launch his boat.  I noticed that the 

boat, the trailer that carried it and the truck that hauled it all sported 

a matching two-tone paint scheme.  The teal stripe that began at the 

hood of the truck flowed like an unbroken line from the truck to the 

trailer, along the side of the boat to the stern.  I bet that custom paint 

job did a lot for the fish.  Salmon are so style conscious they were 

probably jumping directly into this stylish boat.  Do you think that 

maybe that fisherman had lost sight of the purpose of his endeavor?

One more reflection on fishing before I bring this back to a 

more Biblical observation.  There are ways to fish that are both easy 

and productive.  The problem is that they are not legal.  The other 

day Ken Jones told me he was going fishing.  I thought I would tag 

along.  When Ken picked me up he carried no rod, no reel, no tackle 

and no bait.  In the back of his truck was a small wooden box about 

the size of a lug of cherries and a dip net.  We drove to a secluded 

stretch of the St. Claire River and put the boat in the water.  I got out 

my modest equipment and baited my hook.  I was about to put it into 



200

With The Confidence of the People of God

the water when I noticed Ken with the dip net in his left hand and 

stick of dynamite in his right.  He lit the fuse, dropped the dynamite 

in the water.  The dynamite exploded sending a geyser of water into 

the air and onto our heads.  Stunned fish of every variety floated to the 

surface as Ken scooped them into the dip net and dumped them into a 

picnic cooler.  Ken smiled and told me how he loved to commune with 

nature.

Now before you all go home and call the District 

Superintendent charging me with complete failure to preach the 

gospel, I confess that this sermon is a metaphor.  It is based on real 

things I have observed over the course of my life except for the story 

about Ken’s fishing style.  That is a complete fabrication.  I figure that 

the writer of the gospel of John loved the fishing metaphor so much 

that he chose to make it the final metaphor in his gospel.  The defeated 

disciples cannot figure out what to do after the death of Jesus so Peter 

declares, “I’m going fishing.”  The other disciples tag along but the 

days of easy fishing are over and they catch nothing.  Encountering the 

risen Jesus they are invited by him to fish differently and their nets are 

filled to over flowing.  Breaking bread with Jesus and sharing the fish 

with him as they share breakfast on the beach, Jesus begins to question 

Peter.  “Peter, do you love me?”  

Peter answers, “Yes Lord.  I love you.”

“Then feed my lambs.” Jesus continues.  “Peter do you love 
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me?”

“Yes Lord.  You know that I love you.” Says Peter becoming 

irritated.

“Then tend my sheep.” Jesus demands.  “Peter do you love 

me?”

“Yes.  I love.  But you already know that.” Snaps Peter.

“Then feed my sheep.” Commands Jesus.

I know it is an awkward mixing of metaphor, but the 

implication seems clear to me.  Peter’s love of Christ will be made 

evident in his service to those Christ loves.  Those who love Jesus will 

tend and feed because they themselves have been tended and fed.

I’m not much of a fisherman.  There was a time when fishing 

was easy and the catch was plentiful.  But those times are gone.  Now 

the fishing is difficult and we must guard against losing sight of the 

purpose that called us together.  We could become like that salmon 

fisherman with the teal striped truck and boat, more concerned with 

outward appearance that with inner purpose.  We could chose easy but 

questionable solutions to our problems like my phony story of Ken 

Jones fishing with dynamite.  Or we could look to the resurrected Jesus 

calling us to loving and joyful service.  Time will tell.  Remember, 

after all the talk about loving, tending and feeding Jesus said, “Follow 

me.”

THANKS BE TO GOD.



THINK DIFFERENT!
A Sermon On John 6:1 – 13

June 4, 2000
David G. Gladstone

“There is a lad here who has five barley loaves and two fish; 
but what are they among so many?” John 6:9

Our prayer ministry team had a good laugh this week at my 

expense.  We were discussing this morning’s worship and the sermon 

title Think Different.  I am afraid my anxieties were getting the best 

of me regarding the outcome of our stewardship program. I was 

pontificating about my burning desire to see some positive results 

such as sufficient giving to cover the true cost of conducting the 

ministries we all say that we want, or getting our church back to full 

apportionment support, or seeing worship attendance approach an 

average of 300 per Sunday.  I made all of these points in the solemn, 

earnest and self-righteous voice I am occasionally so good at.  The 

prayer team remained properly respectful through all of this.  I think 

I caught Billy Basil nodding in agreement once or twice. Caroline 

Hart smiled appropriately enough for a second year probationer in the 

presence of a wind bag senior pastor. 

Then Laura Quick called us to order and turned our attention 

to an article in Discipleship Journal.  The article was by Richard 

Foster, one of the most respected writers on the qualities of Christian 



203

David Glenn Gladstone

discipleship.  It carried the title: True Service and it was in the form 

of a series of statements contrasting true Christian service with  “self-

righteous” service.  Laura instructed us to go around the circle and 

each read one of the contrasting statements.

Dina Bryant began, “Self-righteous service comes through 

human effort.  True service comes from a relationship with the divine 

creator.  We all nodded in agreement. 

Caroline Hart was next.  She read, “Self-righteous service is 

impressed with the “big deal”.  True service finds it almost impossible 

to distinguish the small from the large service.”  “So true.  So true.” 

Several of us remarked.  

Next came Billy Basil.  She read, “Self righteous service 

requires external rewards.  True service rests contented in hiddenness.  

I think I remarked how profound this list was.

Now it was my turn.  I began to read, “Self-righteous 

service…” then I paused and swallowed hard before continuing as I 

realized the meaning of the words I was about to read.  “Self-righteous 

service is highly concerned with results.”  The snickers began before 

I could finish the reading.  I ignored them and went on. “True service 

is free of the need to calculate results.”  I paused for an appropriate 

time and then I asked rhetorically, “What!!??  Why do you think this 

reading fell to me?”

I was caught, convicted by my own pompous thinking.  In 
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preparation for a sermon entitled Think Different!  I revealed myself as 

just another well-meaning person enslaved by limited thinking.  In the 

guise of spiritual leader I was being neither spiritual nor leaderly. 

The experience reminded me again of one of the fundamental 

qualities of Jesus’ ministry.  In a world of arrogant know-it-alls Jesus 

continually offers a counterintuitive message.  To those who made a 

tyranny of the Sabbath Jesus declared, “The Sabbath was made for 

people.  People were not made for the Sabbath.”  To those convinced 

of their own spiritual superiority Jesus remarked, “Let those among 

you without sin cast the first stone.”  To those who believed they had 

solved every Godly mystery Jesus declared, “You have heard it said do 

not murder, but I tell you, do not be angry with your brother or sister.”  

“You have heard it said, ‘an eye for an eye,’ but I tell you if someone 

strikes you on the right cheek turn and offer them your left cheek.”    

Time and again Jesus intrudes into the world of easy answers and 

practiced excuses and says, “Think different!”
“There is a lad here who has five barley loaves and two fish; 

but what are they among so many?” John 6:9

No better example of this exists than the story of the feeding 

of the five thousand. Everybody knows you can’t feed five thousand 

people with five barley loaves and two fish.  It can’t be done.  No 

reasonable person would expect it.  But the gospels do not instruct us 

on how to live reasonably.  They instruct us on how to live faithfully.  
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And no gospel story does that better than the feeding of the five 

thousand.  Why else would this be the only miracle story to appear in 

all four gospels?

If reason was the criteria the disciples win hands down.  The 

hour is late.  Jesus and the disciples have been on the stump all day.  

They have retreated to the other side of Lake Tiberias to try to get 

some rest.  But the demands upon them will not stop.  The multitude 

beats them to the other side.  The disciples rightly perceive that they 

do not have the resources to meet the demands of the multitude and 

they appeal to Jesus to send them away.  Any reasonable person would 

have done the same.  The disciples are thinking of their lack of food 

and their need for rest and the hopelessness of the task before them.  

Their thinking is sound and Jesus will tolerate none of it.

He requires three things:

Take inventory.  Know what your real resources are.1. 

Present what you have to God’s service.2. 

Allow God to bless what you have to give and it will be 3. 

enough.

Think Different!  Where we see reasonable limitations God 

envisions limitless possibilities. Think Different!  While we remain 

imprisoned by our fears and our anxieties, God invites us to fulfill 

our dreams. Think Different!  While the disciples are busy making 

excuses God takes that offered by a boy the disciples would not count 
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and uses it to make a miracle.

My brothers and sisters the only thing holding this 

congregation back is our bondage to our old way of thinking – the 

thinking focused on reasonable limitations and lowered expectations.  

Like those disciples on the shore of Lake Tiberias we know our fatigue 

and our resources too well.  We would rather that Jesus make the 

demands before us go away.   But Jesus did not come to instruct us on 

cautious reasonable living.  Jesus came that we might take up our cross 

and follow him as disciples.

In a moment we are going to sing a song and march forward to 

lay a pledge of financial support to the ministry of this congregation 

upon the altar.  It is a pledge no one will monitor.  That is because we 

are serious about making this pledge as an act of faith.  We have it 

in our power to wipe out the deficit we have experienced in the past 

five years.  We have it in our power to create a surplus of resources to 

fund new ministry initiatives.  All it would take would be for each of 

us to take one step closer to giving a tithe of our income.  But I’m not 

worried about that.  More than anything I pray that whatever amount 

each of us pledges to give it is an amount pledged as an act of faith 

after prayerful consideration.  That in it’s self would be a tremendous 

victory.  It would mark our determination to Think Different!  - to 

think as disciples and to think as those willing to offer themselves 

to God.
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Our prayer ministry team had a good laugh this week at my 

expense.  I too stand imprisoned by my old thinking and in need of 

God’s help.  The pompous bubble of my imprisoned self burst and we 

all had a good laugh.  Let God receive what we have to give and God 

will make will make a way.  It will be sufficient.  It will be more than 

enough.

THANKS BE TO GOD.



AWESOME! 
A Sermon On Acts 2:42-47

David G. Gladstone
April 28, 1996

 “Awe came upon everyone, because many wonders and signs 
were being done by the apostles.”

 The other day Mary came home from school with a couple of 

her friends and together they immediately began to watch music videos 

on that cable channel that tends to give parents the willies.  Mostly they 

were talking as adolescent girls do when they kick back after school.  

Occasionally they glanced at whatever video was running and if it did not 

grab their attention in fifteen seconds they made some editorial comment 

and then went back to complaining about the substitute teacher they 

had to endure in math class.  Then a video came on that silenced their 

conversation and riveted their attention on the TV.  In unison Mary and 

her friends announced, “Quiet! I looove this video.”  And then as though 

singing a chorus to a hymn they continued, “IT’S AWESOME.”

 AWESOME.  Webster’s II New Riverside University Dictionary, 

a dictionary which claims to be today’s most up-to-date dictionary, defines 

awesome as “inspiring awe”.  It defines awe as “an emotion of mixed 

reverence dread and wonder”.  Reverence, dread and wonder.  Given this 

definition, is it even possible for a music video to be awesome?  As a parent 
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who has yet to discover a purpose for MTV’s existence I understand dread 

and wonder.  I dread to see it on TV and I wonder what in the world kids 

see in that stuff.  But I have never discovered a reason for reverence of 

MTV.  But this is not a sermon about MTV.  It is a sermon about AWE 

and the tendency we have as a people to trivialize AWE by ascribing it to 

things unworthy of the quality.  In short, in a world where we anoint music 

videos, perfume, cars and Evil Kneval’s attempt to jump the Snake River 

Canyon in a motorized bathtub as awesome, have we not lost our ability 

to stand in authentic reverence, dread and wonder when confronted by that 

which is truly awesome?

 This is not a concern I would have had in my younger days.  I have 

been well acquainted with this section of the book of Acts since college, 

but it was always used when people wanted to emphasize the communal 

nature of the early Christian church.  This is the passage we turned to back 

when my hair was long and I sported a full beard, and my friends and I 

were convinced that the only way to live as real Christians was to buy a 

marginal farm somewhere and establish a new Christian commune.  We 

use to read right passed that sentence about awe and focus completely on 

holding all things in common and selling our possessions and distributing 

to everyone according to their needs.  As we saw it then, Christians needed 

to run away and establish a new community somewhere completely apart 

from this corrupt world.
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 I still think that Christianity is fundamentally counter to whatever 

culture it which it resides, but most of the communes from the 60’s have 

long since closed and most of those who tried them found that human 

sinfulness followed them on out to the farm.  I am now convinced that 

what we need to model from the early church is not their specific life 

style but rather their unashamed ability to stand in awe of God, to live in 

reverence, dread and wonder before a God whose mystery, power, love 

and grace defies our easy understanding.

 When have you last stood in authentic awe of anything?  I don’t 

mean that trivial and false awe that we ascribe to nearly anything that 

excites us.  I mean when have you stood before something that took your 

breath away  and left you speechless?  In losing our capacity to be filled 

with awe, we have lost our capacity to perceive the presence of God.

 The pastor was called to the hospital by the baby’s mother.  After 

a year of endless efforts to stabilize this young life the mother and father 

have decided that more operations and more interventions will only bring 

more pain and more suffering to this beautiful, helpless baby.  They have 

decided to take the baby home, to love this child as completely as they 

possibly can in whatever time they have remaining.  As the pastor offers 

an awkward and inadequate prayer, the mother bends over the child 
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caressing its cheek with her kisses and softly stroking the baby’s head.  

The pastor concludes with difficulty.  The final “amen” will not come 

easily.  The pastor is speechless before a love so intense and so filled with 

understanding it is almost frightening.  AWESOME!

*  *  *

 He never considered their marriage special.  Maybe that is because 

he and his wife are so aware how close they have come to simply falling 

apart as a couple.  There was a time when neither of them was investing 

much in the relationship.  He was busy chasing one business scheme after 

another.  She was busy being super-mom and working full time as well.  In 

the course of bearing their fears and pains alone they nearly stopped talking 

all together.  Still he had his standards.  He always considered cheating on 

your spouse as a sign of weakness.  That is what frightened him so much 

when he found himself being so powerfully and physically attracted to the 

secretary at work.  He knew he had to do something or he was about to 

fall.  He took himself to a counselor.  He confessed his feelings, his fears 

and his depression. With help he began to reinvest in his marriage.  So did 

his wife.  He began to find joy in things he had taken for granted before. 

Now on a quiet evening he looks at her and he sees the years of experience 

and struggle they have shared.  He sees the children and each stage of their 

lives, each journey to the emergency room for broken bones, each school 

assembly award.  He looks at her and he is speechless before the depth of 

his love for her and he is filled with dread of what might have happened.  
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They embrace and they speak “I love you”. AWESOME!

 I agree with Webster, awe is a mixture of reverence, dread and 

wonder. It is an appropriate human response to the God revealed in Jesus 

the Christ.  How can we not be reverent before a God responsible for 

all creation and who will not stop loving us no matter how resistant and 

rebellious we become?  How can we not dread standing before a God 

who will allow us no pretensions and who sees through all our excuses? 

How can we not be filled with wonder before a God who can be present 

in the very darkest moments of life.  This is a God who transformed an 

instrument of torture and death, the cross, into an implement of love and 

peace.  If you think about it it takes your breath away. AWESOME!

 Charles Wesley said it well:
Finish then, thy new creation; pure and spotless let us be.
Let us see thy great salvation perfectly restored in thee;

Change from glory into glory,
Till in heaven we take our place,

Till we cast our crowns before thee,
Lost in wonder, love and peace.

AWESOME !



THE RUSH OF A MIGHTY WIND
A Sermon On Acts 2:1-21

David G. Gladstone
May 26, 1996

 “And suddenly from heaven there came a sound like the rush 
of a violent wind, and it filled the entire house where they were sitting.”  
(Acts 2: 2)

 Experiencing a violent wind is something no one ever forgets.  

In an instant it strips us of all pretensions and places us immediately in 

the presence of unspeakable power. A mighty wind can knock us off our 

feet, rip our daily agenda right out of our hands, and literally explode the 

dwelling places of our lives.  Listen to someone tell their personal history 

and sooner or later there will be a storm story.  I could tell you of visiting 

my grandparents in Paw Paw when my sister Jean and I were about nine 

and ten respectively.  While we sat without our parents in the little movie 

house in that town watching Peter Pan, a violent storm moved through 

that village.  Winds were later reported to have reached 80 miles per hour.  

We could hear the storm raging outside even above the noise of Peter Pan 

trying to rescue Wendy from the clutches of Captain Hook.  About half 

way through the movie the power finally failed.  Have you ever been in 

a movie house filled with young children when it was plunged into total 

darkness by a power failure?  This was back in the days before battery 
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powered emergency lights.  Finally the manager of the theater, shouting at 

the top of his voice and carrying a flash light, restored some order and led 

us out to the lobby.  I can remember my sister and I standing at the glass 

doors of that theater looking out into the devastation of the street. The 

storm was over but there were power lines and trees down everywhere.  

Police cars and fire trucks provided the only light in the village. We didn’t 

know if our parents were all right nor did we know how we could possibly 

get back to our grandparent’s house.  Finally out of the darkness we heard 

our father’s voice.  Beyond the police barricades Dad stood beside our car 

shouting to get our attention.  That night is vivid in my memory now even 

after thirty-seven years.  No one ever forgets an encounter with a mighty 

wind. 

 Writers understand how deeply we are effected by violent wind.  

For centuries they have turned that into powerful metaphors expressing 

the experience of sudden, disrupting irresistible change moving through 

our lives. THE WINDS OF CHANGE, THE WINDS OF WAR, 

DOROTHY BEING PICKED UP BY THE CYCLONE AND BEING 

DEPOSITED SOMEWHERE OVER THE RAINBOW.  If you want a 

contemporary example that is long on special effects and short on literary 

quality go and see the current movie TWISTER.. The plot sounds like it 

was created by an eighth grade remedial writing class, but the confrontation 

with a mighty wind will keep you on the edge of your seat as the hero 
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and heroine confront the monster wind and dodge flying cows, raining 

tractors and rolling houses and in the process find their well ordered lives 

forced into a new direction.  In literature, a confrontation with a mighty 

wind has long been a metaphor for the presence of sudden, irresistible, 

and disruptive change moving through our lives. Just reading about it can 

make your heart race.

 It should be no surprise then that the writer of Acts, wanting to 

describe the irresistible transformation of the Holy Spirit moving upon 

the disciples seven weeks after Easter, should turn to the metaphor of a 

mighty (the NRSV says violent) wind.  The message is clear.  When the 

Holy Spirit moves, nothing can stand in its way. There is no place to hide, 

no structure left untouched, and when its over everything is profoundly  

changed.  Writing in a later day the author of Luke/Acts might well have 

given to the apostle Peter the immortal words spoken by Dorothy Gale, 

“Gee Toto, I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore.”

 Look at the Pentecostal transformation that comes like the rush 

of a mighty wind. For seven weeks the disciples have brooded over the 

meaning of the life, ministry, death and resurrection of Jesus.  They have 

prayed and debated about whether this was in fact the fulfillment of 

scripture they hoped for.  They have managed nothing save the selection 

of Matthias as the replacement for Judas the betrayer.  Now they are 
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gathered in Jerusalem  for the Festival of Weeks, an annual observance 

for all Jews.  They are fast slipping back into the comfort of the lives 

they have already known.  What they have experienced together has not 

changed them fundamentally.  It was interesting.  It was challenging, but 

now it was over. It takes the wind of the Holy Spirit to pick them up from 

this all too comfortable place and put them down in the new life that was 

God’s purpose through Christ. “GEE TOTO, I DON’T THINK WE’RE 

IN KANSAS ANYMORE!”

 You know you’re not in Kansas anymore when you find yourself 

speaking a language that was not yours. Some people think this means 

that suddenly breaking out in unintelligible speech is a sure sign of the 

presence of the Holy Spirit.  I see it differently. I think that speaking in 

tongues means being able to speak another’s language.  It is a sure sign of 

the presence of the Holy Spirit when the victimizer can suddenly speak the 

language of the victim,  when the oppressor finally speaks the language 

of the oppressed or when we who have never spoken the language of love 

and grace and forgiveness finally find those words in our vocabulary.

 YOU KNOW YOU’RE NOT IN KANSAS ANYMORE when 

you can move among the diversity of God’s people and understand 

what they are saying.  In July we shall house the homeless.  Homeless 

people speak a different language than we do. If we find any capacity 
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to understand what we are told it will be the Holy Spirit at work.  Many 

a husband and wife have lived together speaking different languages.  I 

don’t mean one speaks english and the other speaks spanish.  I mean she 

speaks the language of dreams deferred and he speaks the language of 

anxious toil.  It is the presence of the Holy Spirit that opens their ears to 

the words spoken by the other.  You know you’re not in Kansas anymore 

when understanding emerges out of chaos.

 YOU KNOW YOU’RE NOT IN KANSAS ANYMORE when 

the rest of the world observes your new found capacity for understanding 

and regards it as a threat.  To the untransformed, concerned with protecting 

their own place within the status quo, the transformed sound like gibberish.  

They are dismissed as being drunk.  But they are not drunk.  They have 

been changed.  The irony of Pentecost is that it represents both an opening 

of understanding and sharing and a hardening of those who wish not to 

be moved.  The language of love and forgiveness is a threat to those who 

speak only power and manipulation.

 YOU KNOW YOU’RE NOT IN KANSAS ANYMORE when 

you look with joy at the place the Holy Spirit has dropped you and you 

realize you can never go back to being the way you were. You know 

you’re not in Kansas anymore when you no longer desire to dredge up the 

old hatreds, the old hurts, the old battles, the old disappointments and you 
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place yourself confidently in God’s care.

 No one ever forgets an encounter with a violent wind.  It moves 

suddenly, irresistibly and powerfully, disrupting everything we have 

come to know and accept. No wonder the writer of Luke/Acts chose that 

metaphor to describe the coming of the Holy Spirit upon the disciples.  Just 

at the point when they were about to slip into obscurity, the Holy Spirit 

blew into the house where they had gathered like the rush of a violent, 

mighty wind and they were lifted out of the old and placed firmly in the 

new.  So it can be today.  The Good News is that the Holy Spirit still blows 

and still transforms so that we too might find ourselves in God’s new place 

and declare “GEE TOTO, I DON’T THINK WE’RE IN KANSAS 

ANYMORE!” THANKS BE TO GOD.



A HOLY PARADOX
A Sermon On 1 Corinthians 1:18-25

February 3, 2002
David G. Gladstone

“For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who are 
perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.”

 A paradox is not a place to park two boats.  A Paradox is a seemingly 

contradictory statement that may nonetheless be true.  It comes from the 

Greek word paradoxos which means: Conflicting with expectation.  My 

roommate in college, Walt Schaller, was a philosophy major who kept in 

his brain a catalogue of various philosophical paradoxes.  Most frequently 

he could be heard to expound upon what he labeled as the great hedonistic 

paradox.  A hedonist of course is a person who believes that the goal of 

life is to achieve happiness.  The paradox is that happiness is elusive.  

Therefore the more one pursues happiness the less likely it is that one will 

ever achieve happiness. Thus the paradoxical statement that if one is to 

achieve happiness one must first cease to pursue happiness.  Walt enjoyed 

such thinking very much and he would frequently interrupt such favored 

moments as our collective Sunday night viewing of Mission Impossible 

by pointing out every example of the hedonistic paradox he could find in 

the script of the program.  Which lead us to formulate another paradox 

called the Schaller paradox, which stated that watching TV with friends 

was great fun, but required that a certain friend, Schaller by name, be 
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excluded if he were to remain our friend.

 I was never as deep a thinker as Walt. A most important paradox 

to me has to do with finding things I have lost.  If I have lost something, 

my car keys for example, it makes sense that I should look for them until 

I find them.  But I have noticed that the harder I look for something that 

is lost the less likely I am to find it.  Therefore, if I really want to find the 

lost object I must cease looking for it all together, whereupon the desired 

object will appear in some location I have previously searched ten times.

 Another important paradox I have encountered has to do with my 

children’s home work.  It goes like this.  I want my children to do well 

in school.  Therefore when they are having difficulty with math, as Mary 

did for a while in sixth grade, it makes sense that I should help.  But the 

more I help the more aggravated she becomes and the more trouble she 

experiences with her math.  Therefore if I really want to help my daughter 

do well in school I need to give up helping her with her homework.  This 

may be the most difficult of paradoxes for parents to learn.  It certainly was 

for me.  I am comforted in this by my growing perception of a different 

parental paradox.  This one maintains that an adult child’s appreciation 

for their father’s parenting efforts is directly related to the amount of 

aggravation they felt toward their father when he was trying to help them 

with their math in the sixth grade.

 The power of a paradox lies in the way it conflicts with our 

common expectations.  Encountering a paradox forces us to question and 
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reconsider the assumptions under which we proceed through life.  In this 

way a paradox in the bible is closely related to a parable. Jesus and others 

such as Paul use paradox and parable to get our attention and force us to 

rethink assumptions, which have gone unexamined, too long.

 Paul’s assertion that, “the wisdom of the cross is foolishness to 

those who are perishing.” stands as a prime example of biblical paradox.  

Paul’s early encounters with Greek thinkers were not very satisfying.  He 

attempted to debate them with the message of Jesus the Christ and they 

regarded him and Christ as intellectual lightweights.  They dismissed Paul 

as a hayseed and regarded the gospel as country philosophy.  One thing 

about Paul when he received a put down he could come back with some 

of the most biting sarcasm in the bible. Thus the wisdom of the cross IS 

foolishness to those who are too far-gone to hear it.

I have appreciated paradox in scripture for a long time, especially 

when it is used to get the best of Greek pagans.  But as with most things 

scriptural the real power comes not in showing the ancient Greeks how 

to live, but in showing us how to live.  It is one thing for the Corinthians 

to get a piece of Paul’s wit.  It is another thing when we realize that 

these ancient words have a message for the contemporary Christian 

community of Warren First United Methodist Church.  My sisters and 

brother I believe it is time to embrace a little foolishness for the sake of 

our spiritual well being.

I know that we are problem solvers.  Most of the time that ability 
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to analyze and correct has been our strength.  We are good at identifying a 

problem.  Many of us do that full time in our secular employment.  Many 

of our retirees have offered that ability to this church.  It stood us well in 

the massive renovation of this building. We are skilled at figuring out what 

is wrong and devising a plan to fix it.  Problem solving in this manner is a 

respected and honored approach to life. 

But some problems don’t want to be solved.  And in our constant 

pursuit of fixing things we have learned a language of deficit.  We know 

how to speak of things that are broken.  Few of us are ever tongue tied 

when asked to give our opinion on what needs to be changed or who is to 

blame for things being the way they are.  We are no different in this that 

every other United Methodist Church.  We are so dedicated and sincere in 

our desire to fix our lives, to fix their lives (whoever they may be), to fix 

the life we share together in the church that we constantly speak of what 

is wrong and who ought to do something about it.  We have learned how 

to be sick together and we have long since given up the expectation that 

things might be different – let alone better.

It is time we learned a new language in our church.  This is the 

paradox.  If we want things to get better we have to stop trying to fix 

the things that are wrong, and we must abandon the language of deficit 

we have learned so well.  It is time to speak with each other using the 

language of hope.  It is time to appreciate the good that surrounds us – to 

celebrate the things that give life and thereby renew our ability to imagine 
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the beautiful things of God that might yet be.  The church is not a problem 

to be solved.  It is a mystery to be embraced. You and I are not a collection 

of problems.  We are God’s creation put here to fulfill God’s promise 

and hope.  Given that understanding your life and mine is a mystery to 

embrace.  It is time we forgot about being sick together and we learned 

how to be healthy together.  I am serious about this and I am taking this 

concern to our redevelopment team, to staff parish committee, to finance 

committee and to every other place we come together for the sake of being 

this congregation.

Consider our annual stewardship campaign that should begin 

soon.  We all know the problem. The income we receive continues to be 

insufficient to meet the expenses of carrying out our ministries.  Every 

year we put together another program to convince people to give more.  

Every year some of us think that if we just make the case more strongly or 

find a more eloquent way of making the appeal then finally our problem 

would be solved.  What we have failed to notice in the midst of this anxiety 

is that many in this congregation are fully committed to growing in their 

financial support of its ministries.  Giving to the work of this church has 

increased every year for the last four years.  Last year we paid more on 

our apportionments than the year before and the year before we paid more 

on apportionments than the year before that.  I don’t want to appeal any 

longer.  I want to celebrate every person in this congregation who has 

taken a step closer to giving a tithe of their income.  I want to celebrate 
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that when it came to hosting MCREST no one in this church said, “Yes, 

but where will we get the money.”  I want to rejoice that in the space of 

four weeks last November this congregation put together $58,000 to put 

directly on reducing our indebtedness.  

I want to worry less and appreciate more.  I want to speak of the 

great gifts that God has given and let the problems take care of themselves.  

I want to embrace mystery more and problem solve less.  I want to enjoy 

the ride with you.  Why?  Because there is hope, and we are in this together, 

and whatever the future holds it is in God’s hands.  So what if it looks 

foolish to some.  That is the way the wisdom of God looks sometimes.   

THANKS BE TO GOD.

 

 



PATIENT LOVE
A story sermon based on

1 Corinthians 13:4
David G. Gladstone

The smell of new mown grass has made cutting my lawn an 

exercise in personal time travel.  I mow and I remember an earlier time 

and the night when I learned about patient love.

About the age of twelve I desired more spending money than 

a weekly allowance could muster.  I wanted a job, but in my small 

town those were hard to come by for one so young.  So in a burst 

of entrepreneurial fervor I went into business for myself.  I began 

mowing lawns.

I put together quite an interesting clientele.  It was composed 

mostly of widows and retirees who were looking for someone like me 

to do what they could no longer do for themselves.  There was Mrs. 

Little and Miss Collier who lived together about three blocks down 

Forest Street.  Mrs. Little was a retired second grade teacher who 

remembered me favorably from elementary school.

Minda Crosby was one of my favorite clients.  She lived in a 

large white Victorian house that featured a kind of tower at one corner 

and a wrap around porch.  Her husband had been a cobbler.  His shop 

was in a back portion of the house.  Mrs. Crosby, I never called her 

Minda to her face, kept a regular routine.  She called almost exactly 
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every seven days to schedule another mowing.  While I worked she 

busied herself in the kitchen.  When I finished she always offered me 

fresh baked oatmeal and raisin cookies and a cool glass of lemonade.  I 

would sit in her kitchen at a white enamel and chrome table, my arms 

sweaty and flecked with grass.  While she searched for her purse I ate 

and drank with pleasure.

Another client was Bob Lamb.  Mr. Lamb had been the town 

banker.  I enjoyed mowing his lawn because in the garage behind his 

house he kept an old model T that he and a friend were restoring.  I 

remember gazing through the window to assess their progress and 

imagining the day when he would complete the project and offer me a 

ride.

Now whenever I cut the grass the aroma takes me back and I 

think of all of these people from my past, but more than any of these I 

remember Mrs. Bingham.

My buddies at school had warned me about Mrs. Bingham.  

“Don’t work for her.” They cautioned.  “She’ll talk your ear off.”  But 

one day she called and I needed the work to pay for a new bike and so 

I accepted.

I arrived at her house with my lawn mower in tow.  She 

came out into the yard and walked around with me to show me 

the boundaries and to warn me about special areas that she wanted 

attended to.  She was a stately woman in her late seventies.  Her hair 
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was pure white and swept neatly and elegantly up into a knot and 

held in place by a brown translucent comb.  She seemed out of place 

walking through the long wet grass and she made her steps unusually 

high trying to avoid the damp.  When she neared her cleanly groomed 

flowerbeds she relaxed and spoke of them with a tone that could only 

be called reverent. 

She wore a gray skirt and a shirtwaist blouse that came high 

on her neck.  It was trimmed with lace.  I remember something about 

Gibson Girls and wondered if she fit the description.  

I worked about an hour cutting her grass and then I went to the 

door to be paid.  She invited me inside and offered me a seat in a large 

old chair with white porcelain casters on each leg.  I waited.  It took 

her a long time to write that check.  She sat across from me at a cherry 

wood secretary full of pigeonholes stuffed with letters and stocked 

with pencils and stamps.  As she wrote she began to speak.  She asked 

about school and my family.  Her questions seemed genuine and she 

asked them in such a way that we were soon engaged in a conversation 

that lasted most of an hour.

As time passed I worked more and more for Mrs. Bingham.  In 

the summer I mowed her lawn.  In the autumn I raked her leaves.  In 

the winter I shoveled her walk.  In the spring I washed her windows 

and planted her flowers.  Each time after I finished we would talk.  We 

talked about growing up and my plans for the future.  We talked about 
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school and the prospect of college.  I discovered that she was a Vassar 

girl.  I was not surprised.  We talked about family and troubles.  I 

soon realized that I cherished our conversations.  She had become my 

friend.

I worked for Mrs. Bingham throughout high school.  Even 

after I stopped mowing grass for Mr. Lamb and Minda Crosby, I 

continued to cut Mrs. Bingham’s grass.  As I grew older I felt a faint 

sense of embarrassment at our sessions together.  How could I admit 

that this woman so much older than me could be my best friend?  

Still I kept on visiting and we kept on talking.  I invited her to my 

graduation reception.  Not the party with my school friends mind you 

but the family reception with my aunts and uncles, the one where the 

decorations consisted of my picture surrounded by glass bowls of 

mixed nuts and mints.  She could not come but I still have the gift she 

sent.  She gave me a copy of Markings by Dag Hammarskjold and she 

signed the note, “Lillian.”  I still have the note tucked within the cover 

of that book.

I went to see her before I left for college.  I don’t remember 

what we talked about, but I remember that I promised to visit again 

whenever I returned home.  I actually did visit her once or twice, but 

then I became a sophisticated college man and I found it easy to avoid 

seeing her whenever I was home.  After a while I even stopped feeling 

guilty.
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I graduated from college and met my wife and we married.  

From time to time the memory of Mrs. Bingham would come to my 

mind.  The memory was both wonderful and painful.  I knew that in 

growing up I had walked away from someone very special.  I tried to 

put that out of my mind.

Several years later on a visit home Terry and I were in the 

local library when we met Mrs. Bingham’s daughter.  Hoping that she 

would not mention how long my silence had been, I inquired about her 

health.  It was all very adult and very proper, but the child in me was 

screaming to run and hide.

“She is not well.” Came her reply.  “She has been in the 

hospital for some time now.  She still mentions you.  She thought so 

much of you.”

The past tense in her voice felt like a razor strap across my 

behind.  “I would love to see her.  We will go to the hospital tonight 

during visiting hours.”

Terry went with me but stood back at the door as I entered her 

hospital room.  Mrs. Bingham lay asleep.  She was shockingly thin.  

Her hair hung straight to her shoulders and appeared a faint yellow in 

the florescent light.  I approached her bed, touched her hand and softly 

spoke her name.  “Mrs. Bingham.  Mrs. Bingham.  Remember me?”

She opened her eyes without moving her head and held me in 

her gaze.  “Oh!” she whispered in a faint signal of recognition.  With 
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her hand she pulled me weakly toward her.  I bent my head and turned 

my ear to her lips.  “You’re here.  You’re here.  Thank you.”  Then she 

spoke the truth I had always known but had been unable to accept.  “I 

always loved you.” She said.  She kissed my cheek.

“I know.”  I replied in a cracking whisper.  “I loved you too.”

Now I mow the lawn and I smell the grass and I pause as Mrs. 

Little and Miss Collier, Minda Crosby and Bob Lamb all pass before 

me.  But mostly I remember Lillian Bingham and the night I learned 

that love is patient, very patient indeed.



CONFIDENCE IN CRISIS
A Sermon on 2 Corinthians and Psalm 14

September 16, 2001
Following the terrorist attacks in
New York and Washington D. C.

David Gladstone

Fools say in their hearts, “There is no God.”(Psalm 14)

This was supposed to be a day of welcoming.  It was supposed 

to be a moment in which we threw open our doors and through the 

power of a conspicuous outdoor worship service welcomed people 

into the life of this congregation.  In planning for this day we thought 

the only worry was the weather.  I was secretly worrying that someone 

would accept my challenge to rent a dunk tank, but I was the only one 

worried about that.  Gerald and Terri Branstrom were recruited to drag 

their charcoal oven all the way down from Gladstone, Michigan.  Bill 

Horen found a tent that would serve to protect the food.  We thought 

this was a huge undertaking.  We were filled with a mixture of high 

expectation and nervousness.  Would everyone come through with his 

or her part of the work?  Would there be enough food?  Would there be 

enough people?  Would this be the kind of day we all hoped it would?

Then Tuesday dawned.  It was a bright and beautiful day.  Terry 

called me at the church at 8:45. I had just settled into the morning 

routine of checking overnight e-mail. She had misplaced her car keys 
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and she needed mine.  I stopped whatever I was doing and went to my 

car to travel home to deliver the needed keys.  It was then that my day 

began to change.  I turned on the car radio to National Public Radio.  

They were announcing a terrible accident in New York City.  Some 

kind of collision between and airliner and the World Trade Center.  

Arriving home I rushed to the TV and called to Terry.  The image 

that emerged before us was worse than we could have imaged.  One 

tower was burning ¾ of the way to the top.  Instead of the smooth 

glass surface we were used to seeing there was a huge gapping hole 

and billows of gray and black smoke.  I started to ask how this could 

have happened on such a bright and beautiful day – no darkness – no 

fog.  Then at the same time both Terry and I noticed that the second 

tower was burning as well.  Tom Brokaw announced that this was no 

accident.  This was an attack and NBC replayed the tape of the second 

jet striking the second tower. With that realization everything changed.  

This was no longer a tragedy in New York commanding our interest.  

Now this was a blow and spiritually our entire country was the target.  

I returned to our church and began to spread the word to those who 

were here that day.  A circle of our UMW was meeting and we met 

in prayer.  For the next four hours the details of this attack began to 

unfold.  Word came that the Pentagon had been struck.  We heard 

the reports of the collapse of the first tower – then the report of the 

collapse of the second tower.  These were things beyond imagination 
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– the stuff of a Steve Segal movie – only it wasn’t.  Nobody in the 

WTC was going to get up and brush themselves off when a director 

called “Cut.  That’s a wrap.”  Stunned and unable to concentrate on 

anything I had planned for that day, we met as a staff and determined 

that we would open the church to a special service of prayer and Holy 

Communion that evening.  Calendars were checked.  The prayer chain 

was activated.  E-mail messages went out.  Radio stations were called.  

All these things were done but our hearts and our spirits were a mass 

of confusion.  All we knew was that in this national emergency it was 

our job to be the best church we could be.

In the days since then my emotions, just like yours, have 

been all over the map.  Numbness turned to anger.  Anger turned to 

a somber realization of what lies ahead.  Tony Farrar e-mailed from 

England to tell of their prayers and I replied to him that the death toll 

would almost certainly exceed the number killed at Pearl Harbor.  

Through all this the pastor within me struggled to get a theological 

grip on these events.  I knew that I would stand before you today with 

a different agenda than the one I thought was in store for me.  I knew 

that I must speak to you today from my heart and with the highest of 

Christian principles foremost in my remarks.  I have struggled with 

this ever since.  It would be easy to simply let my emotions take over, 

wrap myself in an American flag and proclaim to you that God is on 

our side.
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I will not do that.  But some things have become clear to me in 

the days since Tuesday and it is of those things that I wish to speak to 

you today.

First and foremost I proclaim to you that there is no evil 

more profound than the evil that pretends righteousness.  Those 

who appear to have perpetrated this evil appear to claim that they 

are in some holy war.  Their purpose is to drive a wedge between the 

diverse people of this country and the world.  They preach that there 

is not room in the world’s tent for all of us.  They have said, “We are 

of God, but you are not.”  There is no evil more profound than the 

evil that pretends righteousness.  Knowing this foundational Biblical 

truth it is important to guard that we ourselves do not succumb to the 

same evil.

I have been encouraged by our leaders including President 

Bush who have taken pains to proclaim that what they are calling 

the first war of the 21st century is not a war against Islam or Islamic 

people.  This is a war against terrorism – against the evil that pretends 

righteousness and seeks to convince us that God cares only for a few.  

But every faith that seeks to understand the nature of God agrees 

on one thing – God is not the god of our hatreds but the God of all 

creation.

I want to embrace Paul’s words in Second Corinthians speaking 

to us of confidence in those times when were are far from God.  I 
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am confident on this day.  I am confident that this vile evil will not 

stand.  I am confident that the people of God for every sincere tradition 

can stand together against this evil.  We must speak out against the 

mindless attacks against our Islamic brothers and sisters.  That is one 

very important thing we can do.  I am confident even though present 

events may take us away from God – may require many people to go 

places they would rather not go to do things they would rather not do 

– I am confident that through faith this moment and what it requires 

of us will pass.  I am confident of God’s grace and forgiveness for 

ourselves and for those who have hurt us.  I am confident that we 

might yet return to God and continue to build a world where evil 

no longer claims any heart – where justice for all people is our first 

priority – where we can sing God Bless America and know that we do 

not exclude any country of good will.  I am confident that God will 

lead the entire world through this night with a light from above.  From 

the mountains of this continent and every continent.  To the prairies of 

Kansas and Kazakhstan, to the oceans that touch every country white 

with foam.  God bless America our home sweet home and God bless 

the people of every nation who seek to live justly, peacefully and in 

harmony with one another.  And God forgive us for what we now feel 

compelled to do.



FROM PROTECTION TO GENEROSITY
A Sermon on 2 Corinthians 8:1-15

October 28, 2007
David G. Gladstone

Now as you excel in everything—in faith, in speech, in 
knowledge, in utmost eagerness, and in our love for you—so we 
want you to excel also in this generous undertaking.

 
2 Corinthians 8:7

In the past weeks we have studied the Christian life as a 

journey from one way of life to a new way of life – from desperation 

to confidence, from isolation to community, from scarcity to 

abundance.  This journey of the spirit continues.  This week we 

consider the movement of the Christian heart from protection to 

generosity.  Make no mistake about it.  To embark upon this spiritual 

journey puts us in direct opposition to the norms of this world.  It runs 

counter to much that we have learned in life.  It invites us to embrace 

a way of living that is filled with paradox – to gain one’s life one must 

lose one’s life, to receive one must give, the first shall be last, and the 

meak shall inherit the earth. 

Parker J. Palmer is a Quaker writer and teacher.  He is the 

author of seven books, including A Hidden Wholeness, Let Your Life 

Speak and The Courage to Teach.  Terry has become an avid reader 

of Palmer’s writings as she works with churches seeking to transform 
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their culture.  In a recent interview conducted by the Fetzer Institute 

Parker Palmer tells the following story when asked about the nature of 

generosity:
One of my favorite stories about this is about a 

fellow who called me a few years ago. He said “I’ve been 
writing books like you, but I don’t get calls to go give talks 
like you do. I know that you make a lot of your living from 
giving those talks.” So his question was: “What’s your 
secret?” I said I’ve found that while the books are helpful 
to establish your reputation as some one who’s thinking in 
a particular field, actually it’s magazine articles that really 
get the word out; more people read a magazine article, it 
tends to get copied and passed around. I’ve gotten more 
calls to give talks from articles than from books, although 
the books create some kind of underlying credibility. So I 
told him, “Maybe you ought to think about doing that.” 
And he said “Yes, but you don’t get any money for a 
magazine article.” And I said, “Right, you give it away.” 
And he said, “I’m trying to make a living here. I can’t 
give it away.” And I said, “I don’t think you hear what 
I’m saying. If you give it away, you get a lot back.” It was 
really a logic that he seemed not to understand!

Later in the interview Palmer described what generosity of 

spirit means to him.
… for me “generosity of spirit” is one of the most important 

phrases you could use to describe virtue in another person or to name 
a worthy goal toward which to grow in one’s own life. I just think it’s 
fundamental that, without generosity of spirit, we really don’t have 
much except a hard-scrabble life, a zero-sum game, and a “war of 
all against all,” each one trying to get his or her share or more of the 
pie. So generosity of spirit to me is the upstream movement against all 
the logic of economics and institutional life and power relationships. 
It’s this upstream movement that simply says “I’ll give it away and I 
don’t need anything in return”—it’s not a quid pro quo. And what I’ll 
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give away is sometimes material, but often it’s time, energy, personal 
presence, or some sort of blessing to another person. When I am able 
to be that way in the world, two things happen in my experience. 
One is that generosity of spirit becomes its own reward. To exercise 
generosity simply makes you feel larger as a human being. The second 
is the paradox that generosity may get results as long as you don’t do it 
for results. Things come back to you from it.

 Paul knew this when he wrote of the generosity of the 

Macedonian churches in 2 Corinthians.  He speaks of the severe trials 

they faced yet he describes their overflowing joy and their extreme 

poverty welling up in rich generosity.  He describes this challenged 

community as pleading with him for the privilege of sharing in the 

offering Paul sought.  If I thought that that generous spirit was not 

accessible to this generation of Christian disciples I would submit my 

application for retirement right now. 

 In describing the stewardship experienced in the Macedonian 

congregation, Paul speaks of the spirit they bring to the challenge.  

In urging the Corinthian congregation to match that spirit, he never 

talks about the amount they pull from their wallets.  He asks them to 

remember the gift of grace they have received from God and to give 

to the needs of others in grateful response.  He stresses with them that 

this is not a command or coercion but that rather it is a witness to the 

sincerity of their love.  In this way we can see Paul understands Jesus’ 

words, “Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.”

Paul’s notion that we, recipients of God’s grace, must pass 
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it on, that we must finish the circle by redirecting it through us to 

someone else, is awesome. Think about what it says about human life 

in its daily routine: It says that every encounter with another person is 

an opportunity to be a channel of God’s grace. In fact, not to think of 

grace that way is probably to cheat God and certainly to cheat others, 

because it arrogates grace to us as a sort of possession whose goal 

and end is us as individuals and not us as community. God’s grace is 

not to be trifled with or to be taken lightly. It comes into the world, 

finding expression through people. Grace achieves its goal; it becomes 

the grace it was intended to be, only as it reaches ever more and more 

people. That is why the collection for the saints was not just an option 

that the Macedonians or the Achaians might choose to engage in; it 

was a joyful obligation (as Paul expressed it in Gal 2:10).

Living in this “Me first” culture we have learned to protect 

what we have from others.  In some ways we have even turned our 

beloved Christianity into an, “I‘ve got mine.  What’s wrong with you?” 

proposition.  It’s as though we are hoarding God’s love for ourselves in 

the worry that if others get some there will be less for us. This culture 

has taught us that there is not enough to go around of whatever it is 

that we need in any particular moment therefore we better protect 

what we have of our time, our love and our money.  Modern life is an 

exercise in desperate isolation where the goal is to keep what we have 

and protect it against the demands of others.  In this culture giving is 
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seen as foolishness and weakness.

What quickly comes to mind, Mark, is a statement by Thomas Merton 
that I’ve always loved. It’s not in his books but on one of the tapes 
made when he was novice master at the Abbey of Gethsemani. He 
says something like this: “We are called”—I think he uses the phrase 
“as Christians,” but one could say just as human beings—“We are 
called to give away our hearts. But first we must have our hearts in 
our own possession.” And I he goes on into a riff about how we live 
in a world that dispossesses us of our hearts. We end up living self-
alienating lives or divided lives, lives in which we allow our hearts to 
be possessed by something other than ourselves.

As usual, Merton is right on target. I cannot give a gift that I do not 
possess. So if the question is how do I come into more generosity of 
spirit, or how do I start practicing generosity of spirit, I think the first 
thing is I have to ask is, “Am I in possession of my own spirit or am 
I alienated from it? Have I given it away to some other purpose or 
cause?”

 This is the question for you and for me and for everyone who 

wishes to be a disciple of Jesus the Christ.  Are we still in possession 

of our hearts or have we given our hearts over to some thing else in 

this world.  For Christians there is only one place to give our hearts 

and that is to give our hearts, our spirit to Jesus.  That simple giving 

will awaken in us a spirit of generosity that will change this world.  

That is stewardship in its best expression.

 One more quote for this message.  It comes from a Christmas 

carol that I always make sure we sing in Advent.  That season is fast 

approaching so I present it to you today.  It comes in the fourth stanza 

of the Christina Rossetti carol, In the Bleak Midwinter.
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What can I give him, poor as I am?
If I were a shepherd, I would bring a lamb;
If I were a Wise Man, I would do my part;
Yet what can I give him: give him my heart.

THANKS BE TO GOD.



Clothing for the Hard to Fit

A sermon for Colossians 3:1-11

David Gladstone

August 2, 19992

What does the well-dressed Christian wear?  Bill Mercer, a 

retired United Methodist pastor, has spent a lifetime having fun with 

people on this point.  He simply does not look like a pastor.  He does 

it on purpose and he loves to tell the stories he generates.  When he 

first came to the metropolitan UMC as a retired pastor doing visitation 

he made a visit on a family in Berkley.  There was sickness in the 

family and they requested his call.  It was a beautiful summer day so 

before he set out Bill decided to put the top down on his new white 

IROC convertible, and started up Woodward toward Berkley.  He 

was dressed, as he always was, in a shinny tailor made blue silk suit 

that glistened in the late afternoon sun.  With left hand on the steering 

wheel and his right hand stretched across the back of the seat he 

arrived in the front of the house.  He shut off the car, distinguished his 

cigar in the ashtray and reached into the back seat, grabbed his Stetson 

hat (I am not making this up) and pointed his custom made cowboy 

boots toward the door.  He knocked.  No one answered.  He knocked 

again.  Still no answer.  He opened the driveway gate and walked to 



243

David Glenn Gladstone

the back door.  He knocked for a third time.  Once again no answer.  

Leaving his calling card in the door, Bill tipped his hat to a neighbor 

who was starring at him from behind a running, but idle, lawnmower, 

returned to his car, lit another cigar and sped away.  Shortly after the 

police arrived at metropolitan Church.

 “We’re checking on a character who was nosing around a 

house out in Berkley today.”  They began.  “He left a card which says 

he is a pastor from this church.  But a neighbor refuses to believe it.  

The neighbor thinks he was either a pimp of a bookie. Do you know 

this man?” 

 What does a well-dressed Christian wear?  The question really 

has nothing to do with clothing but it is a powerful image that Paul 

makes good use of in Colossians.  It seems that the Colossians were 

quite obsessed with fads conventions, and osteutateiousness.  Some 

of them were thrilled to receive the Gospel of Jesus Christ because it 

added to their wardrobe of religious accessories with which they could 

decorate their lives.  Religious practices were worn outwardly for all to 

see as a way of showing others what a spiritual person one was.  It was 

all an affection – following a cult of angels, keeping certain dietary 

rules, asserting one’s possession of secret religious knowledge- all for 

the purpose of projecting one’s image.  None of it had much impact 

on personal ethical behavior.  Christianity became simply another 

affectation to put on.  Christ was wonderful- one of many wonderful 



244

With The Confidence of the People of God

manifestations of supernatural power that one could claim as one’s 

own.  Paul would have none of this.  What does the well-dressed 

Christian wear? The well-dressed Christian is clothed from head to 

foot in Jesus Christ!  Not for the purpose of show and not as a merely 

outward decoration.  The well-dressed Christian has shed the old ways 

and put on a new self.  

 The problem with this image is that most of us believe that 

somehow we possess personal defects or problems that render us 

unfit to “put on Christ”.  Lets continue with this clothing image a 

while longer.  In the fad conscious world of fashion we are constantly 

presented with pictures of beautiful people wearing beautiful clothes.  

Perfect bodies dressed in perfect garments.  It leads most of us to 

despair.  Conscious of how far from perfect we are, we live generally 

feeling somewhat, or very much inadequate.  Most of us give up and 

secretly search for clothing stores with “plus” somewhere in their 

name and live forever resigned to the fact that some kind of flow or 

personal inadequacy renders is forever in the category of the hard to 

fit.

 We have the same feeling when it comes to our faith.  The 

temptation is to think of faith as a kind of garment to be worn for all to 

see.  Look at religious television sometime it is full of beautiful people 

wearing a beautiful faith- perfect souls dressed in perfect religious 

garments.  For those of us a little more blemished it appears to be an 
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ideal that is forever beyond our reach.  Many stay away from church 

precisely because they believe that only perfect people, good people, 

go to church.

 But sisters and brothers, Jesus Christ did not come to save 

perfect people.  Jesus came to save the lost, the troubled, the hurt, the 

desperate, the confused.  Jesus Christ did not leave us with religious 

trimmest to wear for all to see.  Jesus Christ offers us nothing less 

than spiritual transformations into a new self.  Jesus offers a complete 

new spiritual wardrobe especially meant for our flawed and blemished 

selves.  What does a well-dressed Christian wear? 

A new self transformed by God’s love•	

The old has been discarded•	

Anger•	

Wrath•	

Malice•	

Slander•	

Abuse•	

Are cast aside and are reveled, the hard to fit clothed in the perfect love 

of Jesus Christ.

Thanks be to God!



WHEN?
A Sermon On Revelation 7:9-17

David G. Gladstone
April 29, 2007

16They will hunger no more, and thirst no more; the sun will not 
strike them, nor any scorching heat; 17for the Lamb at the center 
of the throne will be their shepherd, and he will guide them to 
springs of the water of life, and God will wipe away every tear 
from their eyes.”

 All of my ministry I have sought to reframe our common 

interpretation of the book of Revelation.  Revelation is not a secret code 

predicting what is to come. Nor is it an allegory revealing some hidden 

God message in current events. Revelation is an ancient literary form 

declaring what we know to already be - the God of love has and will 

continue to triumph over evil, death and despair. Revelation addresses a 

people mired in seemingly hopeless situations and declares that God will 

make all things new. “They will hunger no more, and thirst no more; the 

sun will not strike them, nor any scorching heat; for the Lamb at the center 

of the throne will be their shepherd. He will guide them to springs of the 

water of life, and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.”  This 

past week as the full horror of the killings at Virginia Tech became known, 

as reports of another disgruntled employee, this time a contract engineer at 

NASA, shooting his boss was reported, as we learned of more Americans 

and Iraqis killed in a war without end; I confronted the text for today with 
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it’s beautiful promise of no more night, no more tears and I wanted to 

shout, “When?  When will the promised comfort and relief come?  

 I do not remember a time when things seemed so troubled in 

the world.  Terry just returned from a convocation for United Methodist 

Deacons.  At the conference they learned that every twelve seconds someone 

dies of AIDS in Africa.  To make the point clear a drum was struck softly 

one beat every second and every twelfth beat a cymbal crashed.  Who are 

we who present ourselves before God every Sunday?  We are the people 

who have come out of the great ordeal and present ourselves imperfect, 

battered and bruised before God.  What ordeal?  Pick one. The ordeals 

are both global and personal.  Certainly they are not the same as the one 

known to the writer of Revelation, but they are real none the less. Do you 

sit here this morning harboring a secret that is eating away at you from 

the inside?  Perhaps that is your ordeal.  Have you known failure in your 

life - failure that has caused you to doubt your worth as a child of God?  

Perhaps that is your ordeal.  Do you struggle with a rage that boils within 

your heart -a rage that causes you to hurt the very ones who seek to love 

you?  Perhaps that is your ordeal. Have you been the victim of another’s 

rage.   Has your world been shattered by the loss of someone you loved 

with all your heart? Do you live in fear that the future holds nothing but 

pain and suffering? Do we who suffer in every variety of ways not have 

a right to ask, “When, O Lord?  When will comfort come?  Where is the 

joy?  Where is the hope?” 
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 These questions are legitimate and they reside in the hearts of 

everyone who struggles with the realities of this world.  There are some 

who say we dare not ask such questions.  I disagree.  I do not believe that 

God needs protection from our inquiring hearts.  I do believe that God 

knows and understands the pain we bear and the hopes we embrace.  I 

also believe that the answer to the “When?” question need not wait for the 

conclusion of some end time cosmic spiritual battle.  I believe that the day 

of God’s perfection will come in the future.  I also believe that a piece of 

that perfection and comfort is available to us now in this life.

 When my heart asks, when?  I turn to the gospels and examine 

again the life of Jesus.  If anyone faced a great ordeal it was Jesus.  Yet 

his fidelity to God never wavered.    Jesus remained true to God even 

when the religious establishment wanted him to conform.  When told he 

ought not to make friends with those regarded as sinners and those labeled 

impure, Jesus welcomed them and comforted them, and told them that they 

were not beyond the reach of God’s love.  When charged with violating 

the commandments, Jesus reminded them that only two commandments 

really matter.  Love God with all your heart and soul and mind and love 

your neighbor as yourself.  I look at Jesus and I remember that his ordeal 

was not over when he taught such things.  Yet he lived with joy and love 

in his heart.
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 This is our work as well.  In John’s vision the ones standing 

before the throne having come out of the great ordeal are the ones who 

have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the lamb.  

This metaphor tells me that we participate in our own salvation.  It is our 

spiritual work to keep God through Jesus Christ at the center of our lives.  

The comfort and hope we seek depends in part upon our ability to remain 

faithful to God.  Remember there are only two commandments that matter 

– Love the Lord God with all your heart and soul and mind and love your 

neighbor as yourself.

My sisters and brothers, the book of Revelation was meant for 

you and it was meant for me.  It is not a secret message.  It is an open 

letter to everyone who wishes to put Christ at the center of their lives 

and come out of the great ordeal.  Is that not why we are here?  Worship 

is not for the purpose of making us feel all good and tingly every seven 

days.  Worship is not a divine obligation. Worship is the time we take to 

put Christ back at the center of our lives.  Life as God intended it.  That is 

the great revelation. Salvation belongs to God not to the boss, not to the 

finance company, not to Ultra Slim-fast, not to anything we can purchase, 

possess or perform.  Come out of the great ordeal and place yourselves 

before God. There you will find love and acceptance. You will hunger no 

more.  There will be no more night, no more pain and God will wipe away 
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every tear from your eyes.

 This is not a secret.  What this world presents as lasting will 

eventually pass away, but God’s love is forever.  Come. Let us live in the 

light of the risen Lamb.
The timeless theme, Earth and Heaven will pass away.  
It?s not a dream, God will make all things new that day.  
Gone is the curse from which I stumbled and fell. 
Evil is banished to eternal hell. 
 
No more night. No more pain. 
No more tears. Never crying again.  
And praises to the great “I AM.”  
We will live in the light of the risen Lamb. 
 
See all around, now the nations bow down to sing.  
The only sound is the praises to Christ, our King.  
Slowly the names from the book are read.  
I know the King, so there?s no need to dread. 
 
No more night. No more pain. 
No more tears. Never crying again.  
And praises to the great “I AM.”  
We will live in the light of the risen Lamb. 
 
See over there, there?s a mansion, oh, that?s prepared just for me, 
Where I will live with my savior eternally. 
 
No more night. No more pain. 
No more tears. Never crying again.  
And praises to the great “I AM.”  
We will live in the light of the risen Lamb. 
 
All praises to the great “I AM.” 
We?re gonna live in the light of the risen Lamb.  



“CONFIDENTLY SPEAKING”
A Sermon On Philippians 1:3-11
David G. Gladstone
December 3, 1994

 For quite some time I have considered standing before you on a 

Sunday morning and trying to put into words what I truly feel toward this 

family of Christian people.  In 1995 we will begin our fifth year together 

and the occasion of that milestone has prompted me to considerable 

prayerful reflection on where we have been and where we seem to be 

going.  I have not acted on this idea because it seems so specialized and I 

did not want to impose my personal agenda upon our weekly encounters 

with scripture and its ongoing revelation of God.  Also I was deterred 

because it is not my desire to present another nuts and bolts pastoral report.  

You can read that in the December edition of our newsletter.  Instead I 

have felt a need to reflect spiritually upon our relationship as pastor and 

congregation because I believe with all my heart that that relationship 

is fundamental to our strength as a Christian community.  Imagine my 

excitement therefore when I first read today’s scripture from Philippians 

and discovered the apostle Paul writing to the community of Phillipi in 

much the same manner that I desired to address you. It was as though God 

had perceived my desire and given me the words to speak.

 The occasion of Paul’s letter to the church of Philippi was his 
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receipt of a gift sent to him by a messenger named Epaphroditus.  I have 

no idea of the nature of the gift or what prompted the church at Philippi to 

send it.  What caught my eye is that Paul begins his letter with a “Thank 

You.” not for the gift but for the way that the people of Philippi have been 

sharing the gospel.  I am certain that if we could talk to the good people 

of the church in Philippi they would insist that they had not done nearly 

as much sharing of the gospel as Paul seems to believe.  I am also certain 

that they had done far more sharing of the gospel than they actually knew.  

You see, that is the way with the Christian life.  When we really start to 

live as Christ taught us to live it becomes so natural and so much a part of 

us that it spreads without our thinking.  It spreads because of who we are 

rather than because of what we do.

 I thank God every time I remember the people of Immanuel and 

I am constantly praying for joy in my prayers for all of you.  I could be 

simply thankful for the support and the gracious encouragement you have 

shown to me and my family since our arrival among you.  We are deeply 

thankful for that.  But I am thankful beyond measure for your increasing 

capacity to spread the gospel of Jesus the Christ in ways that you may not 

even be aware of.  I know that you may wonder if this is really true.  In 

many ways little has changed.  We have added a few significant things 

and the old things continue to be done as well as ever.  But that is the 

way it is when the gospel becomes the foundation of our daily lives.  The 
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gospel is spread because of the way we are as much as by what we do.  I 

am thankful beyond measure because increasingly the gospel is becoming 

the foundation of our daily being together.  That is a transformation worth 

celebrating.

 When the gospel becomes the foundation of the ways that we live 

and work together some very remarkable things happen.  First and foremost 

in a church we stop acting out of our fears and more and more we begin 

to act out of our confidence that God is guiding our efforts.  Confidence 

is a hallmark of the Christian life.  Notice that I said “confidence” not 

certainty. Certainty is another matter. A lot of people are declaring that 

Christianity offers certainty.  I know a person (not from this congregation) 

who believes that going to church should be like going to McDonalds. She 

says, “When I walk in the door of a church I don’t want any surprises.  I 

want to be certain what I’m going to find.” Certainty has to do with our 

fear of surprises. Christian confidence means living in a surprising world 

confident in the reality of God’s love and presence.  We have begun to live 

in that confidence.  I am completely confident of this - God has begun a 

good work in this congregation and whatever God has begun God will in 

due time bring to completion.

 You see - the real work of a congregation has very little to do with 

most of the things that command much of our attention.  Do’nt tell the 
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District Superintendent or the Bishop (who by the way will be with us next 

Sunday)that I said so, but God did not call us here to pay the apportionments 

or fill the nominations list, or meet some unspoken new member quota.  

God called us here that together with God’s help we might be perfected in 

love and work for the kind of world God originally intended.  My prayer 

for this congregation is not that we will become the next mega church 

of the eastern suburbs. My prayer for this congregation is that together 

we might grow in our capacity to be the people God intended us to be.  

My job as your pastor is to nurture this congregation into a more capable 

and mature Christian fellowship.  My prayer is that love may overflow 

and that we will discover together that God’s love and capabilities are 

far deeper and far more profound than any of us ever knew.  I pray that 

those of us who lived most of our lives convinced that God’s love was not 

deep enough to include us will discover that God’s love and forgiveness is 

deeper than any sin we may bear.  I pray that that transforming knowledge 

will so redirect our lives than through us others who thought themselves 

lost will themselves accept forgiveness for themselves.  I pray that we as 

individuals and as a congregation will not live one more day worrying 

about whether or not we shall live or die, that instead we will live each 

day proclaiming God’s love confident that whether we live or die God is 

ours.

 That is what Christian Confidence is all about.  I hope that you 
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have noticed that at the end of each service I declare, “NOW GO FORTH 

FROM THIS PLACE WITH THE CONFIDENCE OF THE PEOPLE OF 

GOD.”  I did not come to those words by accident.  They are not just a rote 

segue into the coffee hour in the parlor. They declare what I have come to 

regard as the core of the Christian life. Christians are the ones who live in 

this troubled and tormented world confident that God is with them and that 

the world is being changed. Confidently speaking that is what we together 

are all about. To be here with you on this transformational journey is a 

blessing I do not deserve. But then, who does? THANKS BE TO GOD.





“PRAISE GOD AND PREPARE FOR GUESTS”
A Sermon On John 1:14
David G. Gladstone
Christmas Eve 1995

 It seems as if every Christmas Eve I am drawn to preach from 

the Gospel of John.  Perhaps it is because I know that in the lessons 

and carols the details of Matthew and Luke will be amply covered.  It 

is quite impossible to get through this night without revisiting the story 

of shepherds and angels, wise men and stars, Mary and Joseph.  Not 

that I would want to avoid the retelling of that wonderful story.  On 

this particular night my soul aches to hear it again. But the beginning 

of the Gospel of John practically begs my attention.  It has nothing of 

the pageantry that make Matthew and Luke so appealing, but it offers 

something that they both lack. The Gospel of John speaks of the power 

of Gods light and love come to take residence among ordinary people.  

That is what draws me again to this Gospel - The power of the Word 

becoming flesh and dwelling among us.

 Some of us are good housekeepers and some of us are not.  

Some of us are perfect housekeepers and some of us live in dread 

that a neighbor or a friend will come into our home unexpectedly and 

discover the real condition of the place.  This was the year that Terry 

and I decided we could no longer stand it any more.  The house was 



258

With The Confidence of the People of God

a constant mess and none of us had any energy left to clean the house 

after a long day at work so we agreed to pay for a monthly house 

cleaning.  There was one catch.  I know of several people who hire out 

to do house cleaning.  The trouble is they are all church members and 

we agreed that one of our requirements for a cleaning person was that 

he or she not be a member of this congregation.  We found someone 

who came highly recommended and she just happens to be a member 

of Peace UMC just around the corner on Nine Mile.  The first time she 

showed up to work for us the first order of business was to make her 

take a solemn oath of secrecy.  I don’t want anyone to know what a 

real mess our house can sometimes be.

 I have had an image before me all during this advent.  It came 

out of the Michigan Christian Advocate.  An article early in Advent 

said that when the Gospel of John declares, “The Word became flesh 

and dwelt among us.” the Greek word translated as dwelt might 

just as rightly have been translated as “pitched tent”.  Now few 

of us are nomadic tribes any longer and so I wondered what might 

be a contemporary equivalent of “Pitched tent.”  I think “Set up 

housekeeping” comes very close.  Try inserting that in the quotation.  

“The Word became flesh and set up housekeeping among us.” 

Dwelt among us has a rather distant quality to it. It is as if God has 

taken up residence at the Holiday Inn on the other side of town.  But 

“set up housekeeping” has a far more personal impact.  When someone 
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sets up housekeeping with me I have visions of someone else’s pots 

and pan in my kitchen and someone else’s tooth brush lying beside 

my bathroom sink.  I am quite content to have someone, any one, 

stay at the Holiday Inn on the far side of town. I can then enjoy them 

or ignore them as I wish.  But I am very reluctant to allow anyone to 

take up house keeping with me.  I did that once when Terry and I got 

married.  That has worked out well, but I don’t want to press my luck. 

To have someone move into my life on such an intimate basis would 

be too disrupting.  Besides, I’m not sure I want anyone knowing me 

that well.

 But that is exactly what God has sought to do with the birth of 

Jesus the Christ.  God has come down and is not content with staying 

somewhere out on the fringe of our lives.  God wants to move in and 

in so doing change the way we live. God wants to know us as well as 

we know ourselves.

 

 Why else do you think we have gone to such lengths to remove 

any hint of God’s intervention from our Christmas celebrations.  By 

concentrating on the tinsel and the hype the magic and the munchies 

we have reduced Christmas to a sentimental mush of warm fuzzies and 

sweet treats.  Sometimes I think we are simply trying to run away from 

God and the power of the Christmas event.
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  But what if your life is not so sweet at this particular moment? 

What if you are like several of our families this Christmas who will 

spend their Christmas day waiting in a hospital for word that someone 

they love has died.  What if you were someone for whom this day is 

just another day without shelter and without food.  What if you were 

someone who knows that with the coming of the new year you will be 

out of a job. The Gospel of John was meant for you. The Word became 

flesh and set up housekeeping with you.  God has been born into your 

house of suffering.  Look there is God’s toothbrush lying beside your 

sink.

 Brothers and sisters the Gospel says that God came to  God’s 

people and we did not recognize the moment.  Maybe that is because 

we were so afraid of what God would find in our house that we 

arranged for a room on the other side of town.  But that is not where 

God wants to be.  The Good News is that God’s intention is to live 

intimately with us - in the reality of whatever our house is like.  

Welcome the Christ child into the house of your suffering or into the 

house of your joy.  Now matter what shape your house is in it is God’s 

intention to set up housekeeping with you.  THANKS BE TO GOD. 

GET READY FOR A GUEST. JOY TO THE WORLD THE LORD 

HAS COME.



THE GHOSTS OF CHRISTMAS
A Sermon On Luke 1:39-55

December 24, 1999
David G. Gladstone

 

 There is a tyranny to the way we have come to experience 

Christmas.  That tyranny is well expressed in the movie HOME ALONE.  

Remember the scene after the family has discovered that Kevin is not with 

them in Paris? Mom embarks on a desperate journey to get back to her lost 

child while the rest of the family waits in a Paris hotel room. They have 

come to Paris to experience the Christmas of a lifetime.  Instead they are 

stuck in a hotel in a foreign city waiting for the first available flight home. 

While they wait on Christmas day they crowd together on the end of one 

bed and try to capture the Christmas spirit by watching yet another rerun 

of what else, “ITS A WONDERFUL LIFE.”

There on the Paris TV sits Jimmy Stewart as George Bailey 

cowering once again before the intimidating presence of Lionel Barrymore 

as Mr. Potter. The chair is still too soft and too low.  The cigar is still too 

long and too seductive. It still appears for an instant that George will cave 

in to the crusty old tyrant.  But something is wrong.  The lips move but the 

sound is not in sync. And when the sound does catch up with the action 

its in French not in English.  The scene is too sweet. It states better than 

anything I know how the celebration of Christmas has become a tyranny. 
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No matter what the realities of the moment we are determined to recapture 

that old Christmas spirit, that magic.

Taking liberties with Tom Lear one could say:

   Christmas time is here by golly.
   Deck the halls with bows of Holly.
   Never mind what fears we carry.
   Let the magic make you merry.

 But Christmas is not about magic. That is one of the tyrannies 

we have come to tolerate.  Everyone knows that magic is an illusion. It is 

not real.  Magic cannot work unless our attention is distracted from what 

is going on. Distraction is the first lesson every good magician learns. 

The song of Mary is not about magic.  It is about a fearless acceptance 

of God’s intrusion into an exceedingly humble life. The first Good News 

about Christmas is autobiographical. If God can work through someone 

as humble as Mary then God can certainly work through you, through me, 

through us.

 A second tyranny of the way we have come to experience Christmas 

is the tyranny of the past.  More often than not it is a tyranny of a past that 

never was.  At least Edenezer Scrooge was confronted with the ghost of 

a real Christmas past.  Most of us are haunted by the ghosts of a past that 

never existed.  We long for a Christmas day when the family can gather 

again in peace and harmony, when petty complaints are set aside and we 
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can share the love and joy we once shared. The truth is there has never 

been such a day.  We long to go back to a day that never was. Love and joy 

have always struggled to poke through anger and hurt. Knowing that our 

personal histories are not tidy enough to support the magic of Christmas 

we refer to some other past - to a day when Edwardian children sang in 

the snow beneath wrought iron gas lamps. We never experienced it, but it 

must have been nice.

The second GOOD NEWS of Christmas is that it does not require 

a past that never was.  It only requires a present that is open to God’s 

love. Jesus was not born to sanitize the past but to redirect the present and 

thereby change the future. Your future. My future, Our future. Everyone’s 

future.

 A third tyranny in the way we have come to experience Christmas 

is our resignation to the temporary nature of the feeling.  Why can’t the 

spirit of Christmas last all year long? The answer is simple. A spirit that is 

based upon a retreat from reality, upon recapturing a past that never was 

has no hope of surviving when the music stops and the lights are turned 

off and there is nothing but the hard cold reality of January. In this third 

tyranny lies the real tragedy of our celebration.  We have taken something 

that was meant for everyone, meant for us the way we really are, and 

meant to propel us into a lifetime encounter with God’s love and we have 

turned it into a temporary excursion into nostalgia.
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 What then are we to do?  Shall we give up the tinsel and the holly 

and the cards and the presents.  Of course not.  All of that stuff is fun and 

I firmly believe that God wants us to have fun with this gift of life.  But 

in the midst of it all know this. No one is beyond the claim of God. Mary 

was not. The three hundred students of McKenzie High School this year 

who are homeless are not, and neither are you. Secondly, know that God 

did not just intervene in some land long ago and far away. God continues 

to call upon and intrude into the lives of ordinary people now and in the 

future. Finally accept the coming of Christ and be grateful.  I know of no 

better way to express that gratitude than to take Christ seriously and to live 

by his example.

 As I sat down to write this Christmas Eve meditation I was only 

twelve hours beyond our annual service of healing prayer.  We offer that 

service every year for those who are having a difficult time appreciating 

Christmas given the burdens of loss, illness, or broken relationships they 

carry.  In that service I used an image that is also appropriate for this 

service.  I trust that those who were present on Wednesday evening will 

forgive me as I repeat the image.  The most popular children’s gift item 

this year, the one that must be purchased if we are to demonstrate true love 

for our young children is Pokemon.  Some time ago I became aware that 

Pokemon is Japanese cute  speak for “pocket monsters”.   I know that the 

toy world has created a whole universe of “pocket monsters.”  Tomorrow 
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my nephew Nathan will instruct me on all of them if I request it.  But 

adults do not need toy factories to manufacture pocket monsters.  We carry 

our own.  They are ready made.  They are all those things put together on 

the assembly line of life that we carry hidden away in the pockets of our 

hearts – those things we wish not to reveal to others.  Magic will not make 

them go away.  Nostalgia can only cover them up for a time.  But the Good 

News of this night is that Christ came as gift to all – pocket monsters not 

withstanding.  The words of Mary declare it.

 “And Mary said, “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my 

spirit rejoices in God My Savior, for he has looked with favor on the 

lowliness of his servant.  Surely, from now on all generations will call 

me blessed.”  THANKS BE TO GOD.



A STRANGE WAY TO SAVE THE 
WORLD

A Sermon for Christmas Eve
December 24, 2000
David G. Gladstone

Terry sings: A Strange Way To Save The World  

Why Me?  Why him?  Why here?  Why her?  This is such a 

strange way to save the world.  Consider for a moment how genuinely 

outrageous the Christmas story really is.  No one in this story is 

qualified for anything of note.  Joseph’s one qualification is that 

somewhere in his past an ancestor lived in Bethlehem.  Given that 

criteria there must have been hundreds, if not thousands, of people 

equally qualified. Joseph possessed no special wisdom or temperament 

making him alone a suitable earthly father to Jesus.  His skill as a 

carpenter mattered little in the story.  If God needed a carpenter why 

does Joseph not put his skill to work when they discover there is no 

room in the inn?  Why does Joseph continue to beg for a room?  Why 

did he not set about building a shelter?

Likewise Mary possesses no special qualifications making 

her God’s leading candidate to give birth to Jesus.  The story tells us 

she was a virgin.  How unique could that be?  Are we to think there 

was a lack of teen aged virgins in Roman occupied Palestine?  It is 

true that Mary offers a family connection to John the Baptizer.  Her 
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family seems to have a talent for birthing especially spiritual babies, 

but the birth narrative of Jesus makes little of that connection.  There is 

nothing obvious that would cause us to say, “Ah yes.  Mary is the one 

God needs for this task.”

The location of Bethlehem makes a little more sense.  There 

was the ancient expectation that the Messiah would come from the line 

of King David and Bethlehem was the ancestral city of that line.  But 

why this particularly obscure corner of the Roman world?  And why 

in a stable?  Why not in a relative’s house?  Why not anywhere more 

hospitable than a barn?  One of the enduring and paradoxical elements 

of the Christmas story is that the characters and the details seem 

singularly unspectacular and lacking in qualifications.

Terry sings: (Chorus) “And Joseph said, Why 

me……………….?

People in this room who insist upon taking the Bible literally 

are probably casting about for literal answers to these questions.  But 

I have always been more interested in taking the Bible seriously than 

I am in taking it literally.  So the question on my mind is not what 

hidden qualities of Mary and Joseph made them uniquely suitable 

to God.  Instead I am left wondering how it is that God persistently 

acts through unspectacular people in unspectacular circumstances to 

give birth to love and peace and hope.  Furthermore, taking this story 

seriously would seem to mean that a wall of false modesty and self 
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deprecation cannot shield any of us, not you and certainly not me, 

from the likelihood that God may have more in mind for us than we do 

for ourselves.

God may have more in mind for us than we do for ourselves.  

A little while ago I was with a group of United Methodist pastors.  

We were meeting in a kind of support group.  Our purpose was to 

share the difficult things in our ministries and be strengthened by the 

mutual care of the group.  But on this particular day there was more 

mutual self-pity than support and the conversation quickly degenerated 

into a full out gripe session.  “What happened to the church of my 

youth?” One pastor asked.  “Why did I have to get stuck with this 

church?” Another griped.  “How come things are so difficult now 

that I am coming so close to retirement?” Another wondered.  Why 

me?  Why here? Why now? Why this?  Into this mess of self-pity 

stepped Colon Brown – the same colleague whose son Jonathan was 

so seriously injured three weeks ago.  Colon offered this observation.  

He suggested that this was a time of opportunity in the church rather 

than a time of crisis.  He suggested that although we did not ask for 

these circumstances, these are the circumstances in which we live and 

he suggested that God may have more in mind for us than we have for 

ourselves.

Terry sings: (Chorus) “And Joseph said, Why 

me……………….?
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What a strange way to save the world.  The Jews of Palestine 

expected a Messiah to lead a rebellion and throw off Roman 

oppression.  Instead a man and a woman of no consequence delivered 

a child in a manger. The Jews of Palestine wanted a warrior to move 

quickly for their liberation.  Instead the embodiment of God’s love 

implanted in an infant took thirty years to grown within the heart of a 

man.  Why here?  Why in this way?  What kind of saving is going on?

I do not know what brought you here this night.  It may be 

that you came as a genuine act of devotion to God.  It may be that 

you came out of a vague sense of duty – a feeling that it is just right 

to be in church on Christmas Eve.  For some it is the one appearance 

in church that we grant to our family each year.  For others there is 

simply no other moment in the worship life of the church quite like 

this moment – nothing to match the beauty, nothing to match the 

sentiment.  Many of us come because we need at least this moment to 

assure ourselves that Christmas really is more than just a frantic and 

expensive shopping spree.  

Whatever it is that has brought you here, ask yourself 

this.  What would it mean to your life if you were to really take the 

Christmas story seriously?  If it is possible for God to birth love in 

a stable can there be any heart without room for such love?  If we 

are told that God acted through people of such little consequence as 

Mary and Joseph, can any of us shield ourselves from God by claims 
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of unworthiness?  Are you willing to consider that you are here this 

night because God wants you here? Are you willing to entertain the 

possibility that the retelling of the Christmas story and the re-singing 

of the Christmas songs just might be God’s way of reaching the most 

skeptical of hearts?  Are you willing to think at least for a little while 

that God may have more in mind for you than you do for yourself?  

So here we are again.  The story has been read.  The carols 

have been sung.   Whatever it is that brought you here this night, I 

invite you to consider the possibility that God has led you here.  You 

may ask, “Why me?” “Why here?”  “Why now?”  But I am convinced 

that part of salvation is knowing that God has more in mind for us than 

we do for ourselves.  I’ve never been one to second guess angels, but 

yes this is a strange way to save the world.

Terry sings: (Chorus) “And Joseph said, Why 

me……………….?

THANKS BE TO GOD.



DOWN AND UP THE CHRISTMAS 
OCTAVE

A Sermon On John 1:1-14
David G. Gladstone
Christmas Eve 2003

 Every once in a while a statement is made on the public airwaves 

that is so astounding in its ignorance that in a back handed sort of way it 

actually manages to lead to something profound.  I shared my memory of 

such a statement with you several weeks ago.  The statement was made in 

a report on National Public Radio several years ago just as the Christmas 

season was about to begin.  The report was by Susan Stanburg (one of 

my favorite NPR personalities) and it covered a new book about the life 

of Irving Berlin.  Somewhere in the middle of her report she remarked 

how ironic it was that such a good Jewish boy as Irving Berlin should be 

responsible for composing two of the, “greatest anthems of the Christian 

faith.”  She was referring of course to WHITE CHRISTMAS and EASTER 

PARADE.

I practically choked on my morning bagel.

 Now I love Irving Berlin, and I especially love WHITE 

CHRISTMAS.  That is not the point.  As wonderful as these songs are 

they are hardly anthems of the Christian faith.  I thought of pounding out 
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an indignant letter to NPR.  Instead I remembered Ralph Waldo Emerson’s 

remark when confronted with an absurd statement.  Try keeping this quote 

in your back pocket.  Emerson said, “The bare enunciation of such an 

absurdity renders refutation superfluous.”  In other words, “That’s so 

stupid I’m not even going to argue about it.”

 However, the experience did set me to thinking about music and 

faith and especially about Christmas when the two seem so inseparably tied 

together.  What song might be designated a great anthem of the Christian 

faith?  Is there a song in which the text and the melody combine into one 

clear, concise and profound statement of faith that transcends the details 

of the particular words and notes and leads us to a fundamental theological 

truth?  I believe there is such a song.

JOY TO THE WORLD, THE LORD IS COME. LET EARTH RECEIVE 

HER KING.

 Think about it.  We have just sung it together. Look at it if you want 

to.  In seven measures this song sets out the most fundamental premise of 

our faith. Beginning on a high D and descending a full octave it declares, 

“Joy to the world, the Lord has come.” Where has the Lord come? To us!  

All the way down from wherever God resides.  
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 The one whom the gospel of John describes as the Word.  The 

creator who was in the beginning before anything was made. The one that 

brought all things into being and without whom nothing could be made.  

The one whose presence remains such a mystery. The Word became flesh 

and lived among us. JOY TO THE WORLD THE LORD HAS COME.

 As great as that is, it is not complete.  The first three measures 

of this song are not enough to circumscribe the complete Christian faith.  

God’s coming in Christ requires our response.  LET EARTH RECEIVE 

HER KING. Up we go, back up the octave in our journey to God. It is not 

enough that Christ should come and we ignore him. The journey of faith 

begins as God descends the spiritual octave and chooses to live among us, 

but the goal is to bring us back to God, to travel back up the Christmas 

octave until we are one with God, until we are the children of God not 

children of blood or will or flesh or power or money or greed or hatred, 

but children of God.

 Down and up the Christmas octave. JOY TO THE WORLD THE 

LORD HAS COME. LET EARTH RECEIVE HER KING.

 From our human perspective God’s part in this spiritual journey is 

easy. God is always making a down hill trip.  We humans on the other hand 

have to struggle up the other side carrying the burdens of life.  Our journey 
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is in darkness - the darkness that comes when you’ve tried everything and 

you can’t think of what to do next, the darkness that comes when we stand 

face to face with the reality of our own failures and we cannot see a way 

out, the darkness that comes when we finally admit that we can’t or won’t 

or didn’t and we can’t stand to face the results.

JOY TO THE WORLD THE LORD HAS COME.  Not as a lecture, not 

as a judge, but as flesh dwelling with us in the darkness and bringing life 

and a light that the darkness cannot overcome.

JOY TO THE WORLD THE LORD HAS COME. Bringing the power 

that will meet you where you are and give you the power to become a 

child of God.

LET EARTH RECEIVE HER KING. Be open to this coming.  It was 

meant for you. It was meant for me.  But the receiving is ours to do.  He 

was in the world, and the world came into being through him; yet the 

world did not know him.  He came into his own people and his people did 

not accept him. Just because God comes to us does not mean that we will 

come to God.

LET EARTH RECEIVE HER KING!

 The most fundamental and important understandings of the 
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Christian faith are made clear in the first seven measures of this song.  You 

know it by heart.  We carry it with us wherever we go.  This is not just a 

song for tonight.  This is a song for every night that we face - every dark 

place in which we try to hide, every time we doubt that we are worthy of 

being a child of God.

 This song is a model of the Christian journey - down the Christmas 

octave and back up again as children of God.  God comes. God invites. If 

we respond then life and light may be ours.

 

 How ironic that such a good Jewish boy as Jesus of Nazareth 

whose birth we celebrate on this night - should cause to be written one of 

the greatest anthems of the Christian faith.  Not WHITE CHRISTMAS.  

Not EASTER PARADE.  But,

JOY TO THE WORLD THE LORD HAS COME. LET EARTH 

RECEIVE HER KING. 

THANKS BE TO GOD.



SETTING UP HOUSEKEEPING
A Christmas Eve Meditation on John 1

Christmas Eve 2004

6:00 Service

I have had an image before me all during this advent.  It came 

out of the Michigan Christian Advocate.  An article early in Advent 

said that when the Gospel of John declares, “The Word became flesh 

and dwelt among us.” the Greek word translated as dwelt might 

just as rightly have been translated as “pitched tent”.  Now few 

of us are nomadic tribes any longer and so I wondered what might 

be a contemporary equivalent of “Pitched tent.”  I think “Set up 

housekeeping” comes very close.  Try inserting that in the quotation.  

“The Word became flesh and set up housekeeping among us.” 

Dwelt among us has a rather distant quality to it. It is as if God has 

taken up residence at the Holiday Inn on the other side of town.  But 

“set up housekeeping” has a far more personal impact.  When someone 

sets up housekeeping with me I have visions of someone else’s pots 

and pan in my kitchen and someone else’s tooth brush lying beside 

my bathroom sink.  I am quite content to have someone, any one, 

stay at the Holiday Inn on the far side of town. I can then enjoy them 

or ignore them as I wish.  But I am very reluctant to allow anyone to 

take up house keeping with me.  I did that once when Terry and I got 

married.  That has worked out well, but I don’t want to press my luck. 
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To have someone move into my life on such an intimate basis would 

be too disrupting.  Besides, I’m not sure I want anyone knowing me 

that well.

 But that is exactly what God has sought to do with the 

birth of Jesus the Christ.  God has come down and is not content with 

staying somewhere out on the fringe of our lives.  God wants to move 

in and in so doing change the way we live. God wants to know us as 

well as we know ourselves.

The truth is that God’s desire to move in to the most intimate 

areas of our lives scares the wits out of most of us.  Why else do 

you think we have gone to such lengths to remove any hint of God’s 

intervention from our Christmas celebrations?  By concentrating on 

the tinsel and the hype the magic and the munchies we have reduced 

Christmas to a sentimental mush of warm fuzzies and sweet treats.  

Sometimes I think we are simply trying to run away from God and the 

power of the Christmas event.

 But what if your life is not so sweet at this particular moment? 

What if you are like several people I know this Christmas who spent 

their Christmas day making funeral arrangements for a loved one who 

died?  What if you were someone for whom this day is just another 

day without shelter and without food.  What if you were someone who 

knows that with the coming of the New Year you will be out of a job? 
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The Gospel of John was meant for you. The Word became flesh and 

set up housekeeping with you.  God has been born into your house of 

suffering.  Look there is God’s toothbrush lying beside your sink.

Brothers and sisters the Gospel says that God came to God’s 

people and we did not recognize the moment.  Maybe that is because 

we were so afraid of what God would find in our house that we 

arranged for a room on the other side of town.  But that is not where 

God wants to be.  The Good News is that God’s intention is to live 

intimately with us - in the reality of whatever our house is like.  

Welcome the Christ child into the house of your suffering or into the 

house of your joy.  No matter what shape your house is in it is God’s 

intention to set up housekeeping with you. GET READY FOR A 

GUEST. JOY TO THE WORLD THE LORD HAS COME. THANKS 

BE TO GOD.



COME AS YOU ARE
A Sermon On 1 Peter 4:8-9

David G. Gladstone
Christmas Day 2005

 Above all, maintain constant love for one another, for love 
covers a multitude of sins. Be hospitable to one another without 
complaining. 

 

 When I served as director of music at First United Methodist 

Church of Downers Grove, Illinois I was always impressed by the 

Christmas Eve service.  We had three.  One year we even had four.  

More than any other church I have ever served, Christmas Eve at 

Downers Grove was a time of perfection.  It was especially noticeable 

in my youth choir.  Alumni of that choir always came back for 

Christmas Eve.  It was like a class reunion.  The college kids came 

back and took over.  The whole event was governed by rigid tradition. 

It was made clear to me in my first year that I was not to mess with 

this tradition. One element of the tradition was that the alumni got to 

sit in the large high central choir loft while the current members of the 

Chapel Choir (Youth Choir) had to sit among the congregation until 

it was time to sing and then they could squeeze into the choir loft for 

the anthem.  When I asked why this was I was told, “Because we’re 

alumni.  We had to sit down front when we were in choir now its 

our turn to sit in the choir loft on Christmas eve.”  On top of that the 
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Christmas Eve service was the time when each of these alums went to 

great lengths to look their best.  This was definitely a dress up night.  

For the girls black velvet seemed to be the preferred dress.  I have 

never seen so much black velvet in one place.  In this congregation 

Christmas Eve was also a home coming, a chance to show your former 

friends just how well you were doing and a chance to let those still in 

high school know they still had a ways to go before they caught up to 

you.

 I have often wondered how those Christmas Eve services must 

have looked to someone who was there for the first time.  How would 

they have looked for example to someone who was coming back to 

church on Christmas Eve after years of staying away from church?  

How would they have looked to someone who was in church for the 

first time because their life was at rock bottom and they needed to get 

their spiritual bearings?  What about someone who desperately needed 

to hear the Christmas story but who couldn’t afford black velvet?  

What would that service have said to them?  I am being overly harsh. 

Christmas Eve at Downers Grove was beautiful and most people 

present were quite ordinary.  But at a certain level it was possible to 

look at that service as a place for beautiful well to do people who have 

the world on a string.

 That is an impression that many people have of the church 

in general. They see church as the place for successful beautiful 
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people who have their lives under control.  An invitation to attend 

church in the beautiful season of Christmas might serve to reinforce 

that impression.  Christmas Eve service is always well attended, but 

attendance always falls once the holiday is over. That tells me that 

many people are willing to set their difficulties aside for one night, but 

they are afraid that they can’t keep it up. Sometimes people perceive 

an invitation to come to church as an invitation to pretend that they are 

better than they really are. Even in these decadent times people still do 

not wish to be thought of as hypocritical. Knowing that their lives are 

not perfect they stay away from church.  They joke that the sky would 

fall if they ever walked in the door.  What they mean is, “church is for 

good people and I am not that good.”

 If you think that you are not good enough to receive God’s love 

you are right.  You are not good enough.  Neither am I and neither is 

anyone else in this room.  Being good enough has nothing to do with 

it.  It is simply God’s nature to love those whom God has created and 

you, my friends, are created by God.  That is the astounding gift that 

God gave us in Jesus.  Grace, love, forgiveness – these are the show 

and tell elements of the Christian faith.

 The purpose of this congregation is to build disciples of Jesus 

the Christ.  We invite all of you to present the truth of your lives before 

God and receive God’s loving and healing forgiveness in return.  This 
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is a come as you are invitation.  The GOOD NEWS is that Christ 

meets us in the realities of our lives.  There are no meaningless hoops 

to jump through, no disembodied voice demanding proof of your 

worthiness.  There is only the love of God waiting with outstretched 

arms to welcome you into a new life.  This is the gift of Christmas.

THANKS BE TO GOD.



TO MAKE A KING
A Meditation On Matthew 2

Christmas Eve 2005
David G. Gladstone

 This is the year of my fifty-seventh Christmas.  In the span of those 

years I have found myself in many different places and in many different 

circumstances at the moment of Christmas Eve.  As a grade schooler I 

only remember the terrible wait for Christmas morning.  Santa Clause and 

presents were everything to me then.  Christmas Eve was just the night 

before.  It was something to be endured, an evening more suitable for 

adults than for kids.  As I grew older I gained a real fondness for Christmas 

Eve.  I cannot remember when I have not been somewhere in church on 

Christmas Eve.  Usually it has been at a late night candlelight service such 

as we are about tonight.  For probably forty of those years I have been in 

some sort of leadership roll in Christmas Eve services.  But it does not 

matter where I happen to be or what I happen to be doing on any particular 

Christmas Eve.  For me every Christmas Eve service connects me back to 

one particular Christmas Eve service when I was in high school.  Every 

year on this night I hear again the story of stars and shepherds and magi 

and I remember the making of a king.

 To understand this story you must know something about the 

household in which I grew up.  With three younger sisters in my family 
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it was guaranteed that some one would receive a bottle of bubble bath for 

Christmas. There were often years in which several of my sisters received 

a bottle of bubble bath.  It being Christmas and all these bottles were of 

the heirloom decanter variety.  Mostly they were in the shape of cartoon 

characters popular at the time.  We had Popeye bubble bath bottles, 

Snoopy bubble bath bottles, a whole cast of Warner Brothers Cartoon 

bottles including Bugs Bunny and Sylvester the Cat.  Most of these bottles 

were of the kind where the head of the character forms the cap to the 

bottle.  But of course the head always came off leaving only a regular 

bottle cap on top of a Popeye or Bugs Bunny body.  As my sisters grew 

older the bottles of bubble bath became more sophisticated.  I remember 

one decanter made of purple molded glass.  It was supposed to resemble 

a fine cut glass decanter that might contain expensive oil.  I suppose it did 

resemble such a thing if you could overlook the fact that the stopper was 

plastic and the manufacturer had not bothered to smooth down the seam 

where to two halves of the mold came together.  

 The point is that since all of these bottles represented a gift 

including, the ugly purple glass bottle, we kept them all.  Our bathtub 

displayed the worlds largest collection of bubble bath bottles arranged 

around the edge of the tub.  I loved to tease my sisters by deliberately 

putting the Bugs Bunny head on the Popeye body or the Sylvester head on 

the Charlie Brown body.  My mother thought the purple glass bottle was 

especially nice so she created a special spot for it on the back of the toilet 
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tank right beside a Kleenex container woven on plastic canvas.  The whole 

bubble bath collection was a major irritant to my father.  He could not get 

into the tub without knocking over Popeye or Bugs Bunny and of course 

when one went they all went in a great cascading crash.  To my father that 

ugly purple glass bottle sitting on the top of the toilet tank symbolized the 

whole intolerable situation.  Finally, one Saturday night as my dad went in 

to take a bath he slipped a little getting into the tub and in reaching to stop 

his fall he knocked Popeye and Bugs Bunny and the whole collection of 

bottles clear across the bathroom.  He even managed to knock the purple 

glass bottle off its honored place on the toilet tank.  There was a lot of 

shouting that night and I clearly remember my father, dripping wet and 

wearing only a towel, carrying arm loads of bubble bath bottles out of the 

bathroom and shoving them into the hall closet.  There they remained with 

the purple glass bottle standing in front of the collection with all of the 

false dignity it could muster.

 The years when I was in high school were very difficult years for 

my father.  He was working for A&P.  This was back in the days when 

there was an A&P store in every little village in Michigan.  Dad loved 

managing a good store.  He took pride in the reputation of the store in 

our small community.  But there came a time with that company when no 

matter how hard my father worked it was never enough.  There came a 

day when my father was working at least eighteen hours every day trying 

to satisfy his supervisor.  When I got up in the morning dad was already 
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at work and when I went to bed at night he had not yet come home.  The 

stress began to show on him.  He lost weight, and it became very hard for 

my father to relax in the little time he had at home.  I remember worrying 

each day about what kind of a mood Dad would be in when I saw him 

next.  Then on a Saturday night in the late fall of my sophomore year in 

high school my dad was fired from his job.  The supervisor showed up at 

closing time and told my dad not to come back next Monday morning.  It 

happened to a lot of A&P managers during those years.

 The effect on my dad was devastating.  All he wanted in life was 

to work hard and be appreciated for it.  He believed that hard work would 

be rewarded.  He always figured that people were fired for some kind of 

misconduct or for unsatisfactory performance.  He never imagined that 

he might be fired.  It never occurred to him that big companies in trouble 

might try to balance their books by firing people at the point when the 

company had to start matching their retirement contributions.  Believing 

that good, hard work is rewarded and that people only get fired for having 

screwed up somehow, my dad concluded that being fired was his own 

fault.  He concluded that he had failed.  Furthermore he imagined that 

everyone in our town thought the same thing.  It became very difficult for 

Dad to go out in public.  All he wanted to do was stay home and read the 

paper.  This man whose greatest strength was the warm and friendly way 

he greeted customers in the store could no longer walk down the street 

with pride, could no longer look into someone’s eyes with confidence.  He 
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had been fired.  He felt diminished and ashamed.

 Then came Christmas.  My sisters and I did not even need the 

predictable parental lecture about how Christmas would be small that 

year.  It was enough for us that we were together.  Things were looking 

up.  Dad had found a new job in a small factory in town.  It didn’t pay 

well, but it was a nine to five job and for the first time in memory Dad was 

available to come to my basket ball games.  One afternoon about a week 

before Christmas the pastor of our church called.  He was putting together 

the Christmas Eve service and he was requesting my father’s help.  I heard 

Dad protest and try to get out of it, but the pastor was persistent and in the 

end my father agreed to be a part of the service.

 It was a late night candlelight service much like this one,  only the 

focus of the service was the recreation of the nativity scene using people 

from the congregation.  A star made of stiff bent wire and outlined in 

Christmas lights was fixed high on the wall at the front of the church.  An 

empty manger sat in front of the altar, much like our manger here.  The 

pastor began with the passage from the Gospel of Luke, “In those days a 

decree went out from Caesar Augustus...”   First came Mary and Joseph 

into the darkened sanctuary.  They walked slowly carrying a motionless 

life sized doll representing the baby Jesus.  They were followed by Tommy 

Bacon, a second grader who was dressed in a hand sewn donkey suit made 

of brown corduroy.  The pastor read, “There were shepherds abiding in 

the fields keeping watch over their flocks by night...” and a group of boys 
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from the youth fellowship dressed in rags and carrying shepherds crooks 

cut from plywood walked slowly in from the back and took their place 

around the manger.  

 Then the story shifted out of Luke and into Matthew.  The pastor 

began to read, “Behold wise men from the East came to Jerusalem, saying 

“Where is he who has been born king of the Jews?”  At the back of the 

church three men walked in in solemn procession.  They were dressed in 

oversized bathrobes trimmed with gold piping.  They each wore a paper 

crown covered with foil and each carried a gift held by both hands in front 

of them.  First came Jack Benyew carrying a large ornate box like a box of 

gold. Next came Harley Herban carrying a small covered dish that might 

have contained frankincense if I had known what frankincense was.  Last 

in line came my father.  He stood tall and erect for the first time in months.  

His foil covered paper crown gleamed in the candlelight. In his hands he 

carried that purple molded glass bubble bath bottle that had been his bath 

time frustration. He looked for all the world like a king about to stand 

before the Christ child.  In the presence of Christ, my father carried the 

symbol of all his frustrations and in laying it before Christ he was made a 

king.

 This is my fifty-seventh Christmas Eve.  Once again we celebrate 

the intrusion of Christ into this broken world.  Tonight I remember my 

father coming before Christ in his brokenness and being made a king.  
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That is the way it is when Christ breaks in.  The darkness is shattered.  The 

brokenness is healed.  The cast down are lifted up. The word became flesh 

and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth.  THANKS BE TO GOD.



WALK IN THE LIGHT
A Sermon On Isaiah 9:2-7

Christmas Eve 2006
David G. Gladstone

“O house of Jacob, come let us walk in the light of the Lord.”  
(Isaiah 2:5)

 Think of the darkest walk you have ever taken.  I don’t mean 

groping down the hallway in the middle of the night to the faint glow of the 

nightlight.  I mean sometime in your life when you had to get somewhere 

and there was no light what so ever.  Think of a time when the dark was so 

intense you were afraid to take the next step.

“O house of Jacob, come let us walk in the light of the Lord.”  

(Isaiah 2:5)

 That dark walk is easy for me to remember.  It came in my long 

ago time when I used to be a deer hunter.  It was a northern Michigan 

thing.  One could not grow up in Frankfort, Michigan without entering the 

subculture of deer hunting.  What I remember most about those days was 

the sense of passage into adulthood.  You were one of the big boys when 

you came of age to join your dad in the deer hunt.  It was a happy time 

for me.  Some of my fondest memories of my father are from that activity.  

We were  mostly frustrated hunters.  Seldom was there any venison in our 

freezer.  Never was there any venison from my part in the hunt.  

 The darkest walk I ever took came at the end of a day of hunting 
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with my dad.  Dark comes early this time of the year.  We would end the 

day sitting quietly and hopefully at some strategic spot.  We might sit from 

3:00 in the afternoon until the sun went down around 6:00.  I remember 

watching the world around me grow smaller as the sun dropped lower 

in the sky.  I remember how darkness and cold together crowded out the 

light and the warmth.  I remember the difficulty of walking to the car, 

how obstacles easily avoided at midday were enough to trip you up in the 

gloom.  The whole world changes in the dark.  Things that pose no threat 

in the light loom fearfully over the night.  Things that are insignificant 

in the light become monsters in the dark.  On one such cold dark walk I 

was trying to find my way back to the car by myself.  Dad and I had gone 

different ways that afternoon.  I had been on my own.  I sat in the woods 

until darkness fell.  When I rose my feet were so cold I could feel nothing.  

It was like walking on stumps until my circulation returned. There was no 

moon to make the snow an advantage.  I groped in the direction I thought 

was correct, but it was just a thought.  At this point I was not sure of 

anything.

  That night Dad returned to the car first.  He started the engine and 

turned on the heater.  He opened a thermos of coffee to see if there was any 

warmth left in it and he sat there in the car with the engine running and the 

lights on waiting for me to come out of the woods.  The lights of that car 

guided me out of the forest.  It was an invitation in the cold.  I followed the 

light to my father and entered the warmth of the journey home.
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“O house of Jacob, come let us walk in the light of the Lord.”  

(Isaiah 2:5)

 The invitation to walk in the light is one biblical invitation easy 

for most of us to understand.  Isaiah’s words were spoken to a broken 

people.  They had been ripped from their homes and found themselves 

forced to live in a foreign land.  Isaiah’s words invited a broken people to 

trust in the coming of a new day at a time when they were convinced the 

present darkness would last forever.  There was nothing spectacular in my 

journey through the dark back to the car.  My life was not in danger. I was 

not held captive in a foreign land.   But the experience became a living 

metaphor for me for other times in my life.  The experience became a 

living expression of what it means to respond to the call of the light when 

one is walking in the darkness.

“O house of Jacob, come let us walk in the light of the Lord.”  

(Isaiah 2:5)

 What amazes me is how often we humans decline the invitation to 

come out of the darkness.  Years ago, early in my pastoral ministry,  a man 

showed up at church and asked “to speak to the pastor.”  I sat with him and 

listened to the tale of his truly difficult and tragic life.  After high school 

the man had been drafted into the army and sent to Vietnam where he 

experienced some of the worst of the fighting.  The experience of Vietnam 

left him drug addicted and  psychologically scared.  Since Vietnam he had 

been unable to hold a job. Diagnosed with post traumatic stress syndrome 
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he lived off welfare.  He said he wanted to turn his life around.  He hoped 

he could find a church to sponsor him in his battle to get custody of his 

children and support him as he tried to straighten out his life.  My church 

decided to try to be that support.  We supplied emergency food aid.  We 

provided Christmas presents for his children for several years in a row.  But 

over time it became clear to us that nothing fundamental was changing for 

this man.  He accepted our food but he refused counseling.  He wept when 

we supplied his family with Christmas, but he once stormed out of my 

office when I told him I had found an employer who was willing to give 

him another chance at meaningful work.  I wish to be careful in telling 

this story.  I am not trying to say he was just an irresponsible freeloader.  

He problems were real.  His trauma was real.  His suffering was real.  But 

it became clear to all of us at the church that our help was not leading to 

the change the man said he wanted.  Instead our help was assisting him 

in remaining in his darkness.  That is the thing about darkness.  Yes it is 

terrifying.  But many of us have discovered that we can get lost in the 

darkness.  We can hide in our despair.  We grow comfortable with our 

problems.  We know we should get out.  We may even have someone 

offering to show us the way.  But spiritual inertial is powerful and an 

invitation to walk in the light does not mean we will accept it.  When 

invited into the light of a new day most of us at one time or another will 

choose to remain stuck in the dark of the old.

 This is important to remember as we begin our spiritual journey 
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of preparation toward Christmas.  From our Christian vantage point we 

regard Jesus of Nazareth as the light of which Isaiah spoke.  We will 

make much of light imagery during this advent time.  Every Sunday (and 

I hope in many homes) we will light a new candle as we progress toward 

Christmas.  One candle for hope, one candle for peace, one candle for joy, 

one candle for love.  As we proceed the light gets brighter.  But the God 

revealed in the coming of Jesus is an inviting God not a manipulating God.  

The love of God comes into our darkened world and invites us to change.  

God does not compel us to change.  Those in Disciple Bible Study know 

how true this is even in the earliest of biblical times.  It is not enough to 

celebrate the coming of the light.  Now is also the time to examine our 

hearts.  What will it take for us to walk in the light.  What must we let go 

of.  What must we embrace.  Without this questioning, Christmas is just a 

sentimental holiday in which merchants earn fifty percent of their yearly 

income.  

“O house of Jacob, come let us walk in the light of the Lord.”  

(Isaiah 2:5)

THANKS BE TO GOD.



WHEN ONE LIGHT FAILS
Christmas Eve 2006

John 1:1-5
David G. Gladstone

In him was life, and the life was the light of all people.
The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome 

it. John 1:5

When it comes to darkness I can think of nothing darker than 

a cloudy moonless night on Lake Michigan in December.  These were 

the nights when the light from the lighthouse on the north break wall 

at Frankfort stood alone against the darkness.  These were the nights 

when the unseen lake worked throughout the night to deposit another 

heavy burden of ice upon the weary break wall and the nights when the 

railroad car ferries of the Ann Arbor Railroad fleet groped their way 

across the lake back to the safety of Frankfort guided by that solitary 

light.

When my family moved to Frankfort, Michigan in September 

of 1957 the Ann Arbor Railroad was still going strong and still sending 

car ferries loaded with railroad cars and automobiles out to cross Lake 

Michigan.  These vessels were large, black and old.  They were built 

in the 1920’s and the 1930’s.  They were coal fired and they belched 

black sooty smoke that my mother learned to hate since she was still in 

the routine of hanging wet laundry out on the line. 

I knew nothing of the life these railroad car ferries represented.  
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I was an inland boy.  Lake Michigan and the various lives it supported 

were unknown to me.  We had come to town because my father was 

to manage the tiny A&P store that stood on Main Street next to Upton 

Hardware.  This town, these boats and that magnificent lake were all 

mysteries to me.  Only now am I able to appreciate all that they had to 

teach me.

I soon learned that the car ferries sailed no matter what.  No 

storm would hold them in port.  No fog delayed their sailing.  In fact it 

was a point of community pride that Frankfort possessed the northern 

most port on Lake Michigan to operate all twelve months of the year.  

Watching the car ferries became a welcomed routine for all of my 

family.  After church on Sunday our journey home required that we 

drive down Main Street to the turn around at the lake to see if maybe 

the Wabash was on her way home from Manitowoc or if the old No. 

5 could be spotted returning from the long run to Manistique.  We 

learned to look for the smoke first.  I learned that the smoke rose above 

the horizon long before the structure of the ship could be seen.

Watching these car ferries took on a different feeling with 

the changing of the seasons.  In the warmth of summer the sailing 

was easy.  The ferries seemed lighter in summer – less concerned 

about their business.  The viewing was more relaxed in the warmth 

of a summer sunset.  As summer gave way to autumn the sailing 

of these car ferries took on a kind of grim determination.  Good 
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weather became less of a routine and bad weather became the norm.  

November seemed to be the month when the task of crossing Lake 

Michigan exhausted all sense of routine.  No weather is routine in 

November.  A journey across the lake that began in the beauty of a late 

autumn Indian summer day could find itself in the teeth of a northern 

gale before the destination was reached.  I remember that by the time 

December came around the car ferries had to carry both the burden of 

their cargo of railroad cars and also the extra burden of tons of ice that 

covered each black hull after a journey across the gray green lake.

In this relentless foray out across Lake Michigan and back 

the captains and the pilots of those vessels relied upon the lighthouse 

that stands at the end of the north break wall protecting the Frankfort 

harbor.  I have told you in the past that this was the light that marked 

the way home for those out upon the lake.  By 1957 these old boats 

had been equipped with radar and other modern aids to guide their 

way, but that old light still was the beacon of preference for the 

crews of those boats.  Radar could be fooled.  Its message could be 

misunderstood.  My friends that sailed those car ferries told me that no 

matter what the radar told them they always looked for the Frankfort 

light to emerge out of the darkness.  Seeing that light meant that home 

and safety, rest and renewal would be theirs once again.

Frankfort was then and may be still for all I know a town 

that wears Christmas well.  The old Victorian mansions on Leelanau 
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Street hardly needed any artificial lights to bring them into the season.  

Each one stands half way up the hill on the north side of the street 

protected by a double terrace that was our delight once snow came 

and the flexible flyers emerged from our basements.  Leelanau Street 

in Frankfort presents an image in the snow that Currier and Ives could 

only dream about.

Paul Oliver Memorial Hospital stands at the summit of that 

hill.  It commands a breathtaking view of the harbor and the lake.  

Every year Paul Oliver Hospital announced the coming of Christmas 

by lighting a gigantic star mounted to the roof of its western most 

extension.  In truth, that star stood on the top of that hospital all year 

long, but it faded from our consciousness once Christmas was over 

and the star was extinguished until the next season.  The lighting of 

that star each year several weeks before Christmas was my sure sign 

that another Christmas was on its way.  From its place high upon 

Hefron Hill the hospital star kept watch as the entire city awakened 

to Christmas.  Christmas lights went up on Main Street.  Mangers 

appeared on the lawns of the Congregational and Catholic churches, 

and above it all stood the hospital star.

Then there came a December colder than even the old 

Norwegian, Ole Olsen, could remember.  Every night the frigid 

lake smashed against the break wall and the lighthouse striving to 

extinguish that light.  Each morning the gray sky revealed another 
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mass of ice built upon the wall and the lighthouse.  Ice built up on the 

shore blown into huge mounds.  The gale warning flags at the Coast 

Guard station never came down as one northern gale blew in upon 

another.  On such a night when the darkness hides the place where 

the black sky meets the frigid lake the Arthur K. Atkinson made its 

way home to Frankfort harbor from its run to Menominee.  It carried 

both the burden of its cargo and the burden of the accumulated ice 

that comes with venturing out upon this inland sea in December.  It 

made its way across the lake keeping watch for the Frankfort light 

that would guide it home.  Only on this night there was no light.  The 

cold, the wind and the ice had combined to sever the cable that brought 

power to the lighthouse at the end of the north break wall.  

As the Arthur K. Atkinson made its way across the lake unable 

to see the shore, all of its instruments, it radar and its navigation told 

it that the Frankfort harbor was coming near, but on this night the 

light it relied upon for final assurance had failed.   I know now that the 

Atkinson was never in any danger.  However my ten year old mind 

always imagined that the Christmas star atop Paul Oliver Memorial 

Hospital provided the light to guide the ship through the darkness.  

I think of this story each time I read the beginning of the 

Gospel of John.  I think of the darkness of the world once guided by 

the light of the prophets and how when that light failed God provided 

a new light in Jesus the Christ.  I think of just how dark the world has 
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become for many and I liken it to those stormy moonless December 

nights on Lake Michigan as the Ann Arbor car ferries groped their 

way home.  I think of how I imagined the Christmas star atop Paul 

Oliver Memorial Hospital stepping in to guide the Arthur K. Atkinson 

home through the darkness.  Of all of the images of Christmas it is 

John’s description of Jesus as the light coming into the darkness that 

moves me the most; especially when he tells us, “The light shines in 

the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.”  Other preachers 

are this night speaking of babies and mangers and shepherds and wise 

men.  I am moved to speak of a God who moved into our darkness and 

offered light and hope of such power that no darkness can overcome it.  

Whatever burden you may bear through whatever darkness you may 

know, look up.  The light is there to guide you safely home to rest and 

renewal.  It is the light of God’s love thrust into this dark world in the 

form of his son Jesus the Christ.

THANKS BE TO GOD AND MERRY CHRISTMAS



THOSE INFANT HANDS
A Sermon on Luke 2:1 – 20

Christmas Eve 2007
David G. Gladstone

And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of 
cloth, and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them 
in the inn.

 Contemplating the birth of Jesus two and a half centuries ago, 
Charles Wesley wrote the following poem.

THOSE INFANT HANDS 
Words by Charles Wesley
Music by Carl Thomas Gladstone

Those infant hands, 
of the heavenly stranger, 
So poor and mean, 
His court an inn, 
His cradle is a manger:

Those infant hands 
now for us descended, 
Who built the skies, 
On earth he lies, 
With only beasts attended.

Lie hid in human nature; 
Incarnate see 
The deity, 
The infinite Creator! 
Godly hands, those infant hands.

Those infant hands, 
Of endless adoration! 
Those infant hands 
Shall burst our bands, 
And work out our salvation;

Those infant hands, 
Strangle the crooked serpent ever, 
Till open set 
The glorious gate 

And take us up to heaven.
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 250 years later we meet on another Christmas Eve and I am 

moved to wonder if we still have any room in our modern hearts to 

appreciate the magnificent mystery that this event represents.  Charles 

Wesley considered the scriptural image of the baby Jesus in the 

manger of Bethlehem and looked beyond the innocence of it. In the 

infant hands of Jesus, Wesley saw the power of God to transform 

the world.  Our ancient Christian sisters and brothers understood 

this.  They never spoke of the magic of Christmas.  They spoke of the 

mystery of Christmas.  In Latin they called it Magnum Mysterium-the 

magnificent mystery; 

Those infant hands 
now for us descended, 
Who built the skies, 
On earth he lies, 
 

Our culture encourages us to appreciate Christmas by 

becoming children once again.  Our culture tells us to avail ourselves 

of the magic of Christmas by suppressing the skepticism of adulthood.  

Then, we are told, Christmas will be magic for us as it was in our 

childhood.  But magic is a trick, an illusion.  I am not interested in 

magic.  I wish to avail my heart of the mystery of the nativity.  I wish 

to cast off my childish expectations and find my place in the coming 

kingdom of God.  To do that I must appreciate that the sweet Jesus in 

a manger is on his way to Calvary and that the manger of Christmas 
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will become the empty tomb of Easter.  It is not just that we need to let 

Jesus grow up; we need to grow up ourselves.  Mystery demands it of 

us.

Those infant hands, 
Of endless adoration! 
Those infant hands 
Shall burst our bands, 
And work out our salvation;

I remember the first time I really encountered this beautiful 

story of Christmas from the gospel of Luke.  It happened a long time 

ago when I was around the age of twelve and in the sixth grade.  As 

Christmas approached I found myself home alone for a couple of 

hours one evening while the rest of my family was out shopping in 

preparation for the big day.  In a burst of seasonal sentimentality I 

decided to read the Christmas story for myself.  I found the Bible 

given to me by my church when I entered the third grade.  I put a stack 

of Christmas records on the automatic record changer of the Motorola 

stereo my mother enjoyed so much.  I sat down in my father’s easy 

chair right beside our Christmas tree and I began to read.

I knew that Luke was the place to start.  Although I knew next 

to nothing about the Bible at the time, my young mind was already 

imprinted by the experience of twelve Christmas eve services and 

the voice of at least five different preachers beginning those services 
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saying, “A reading from the gospel of saint Luke”.  At first I had to 

wade through the preliminary stories of Zechariah and Elizabeth.  

Then there is that long section called the Magnificat of Mary with its 

rejoicing spirits and exalting those of low degree and the casting of 

the mighty down from their thrones.  I began to think that maybe Luke 

was not the place I was looking for.  Then I came to the beginning 

of the second chapter, and the story began to unfold. In those days 

a decree went out from Caesar Augustus that all the world should 

be taxed.  There it was with Joseph and Mary, the manger, and the 

shepherds abiding in the fields with that wonderful choir of heavenly 

hosts praising God and saying…  I looked up from my reading. 

Outside the window, snow was softly falling through the wedge of the 

street lamp collecting on the boughs of the blue spruce at the edge of 

the yard.  Tennessee Ernie Ford was right in the middle of O HOLY 

NIGHT.  His baritone voice was moving to that climatic “Fall on your 

knees.  O, hear the angel voices.”

I have long since cast off my childish Christmas expectations.  

Yet ever since that night I have found myself profoundly moved by 

my annual encounter with the scriptures of Christmas.  Every year the 

retelling of the Christmas story puts me back into the mystery of God’s 

incarnation.  The manger and shepherds of Luke.  The star and the 

wandering wise men of Matthew.  God’s thwarting of Herod’s devious 

plans.  The poetic pronouncement of John that in the beginning was 
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the Word, and the Word was with God and the Word was God.  All of 

these elements told and retold year after year come together to move 

me to the profound sense that this world, as corrupt as it may be, is 

non-the-less the creation of a God who’s love simply will not let us go.  

All of these elements speak of a God so moved by the predicament of 

humanity that a child is given and that through the hands of that child 

God has acted to change the world.

Lie hid in human nature; 
Incarnate see 
The deity, 
The infinite Creator! 
Godly hands, those infant hands.

Jane Smith has gotten the message.  This true story was 

reported on NBC news a few years ago and I have never forgotten 

it. At the time Jane was a 42 year old teacher at Max Abbott Middle 

School in Fayetteville, North Carolina.  She taught science and she 

attended a church that I would probably find way too conservative.  

The school had a dress code.  Students were not allowed to wear those 

ultra - baggy pants that defy adult comprehension.  Michael Carter, a 

14 year old, was wearing just such pants one spring and Jane Smith 

told him that he would have to go home and change if he wanted 

to stay in school.  Michael replied that he was wearing those pants 

because he was suffering from kidney failure and had to undergo 
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dialysis three times a week while he waited a suitable kidney donor.  

He had been waiting for a year.  He was so sore from the treatment that 

he wore the pants to be comfortable.  Jane replied, “Well, if you need 

a kidney, Michael, I’ve got two.  Do you want one?”  Jane was tested 

and she is a perfect match.  Michael’s siblings did not match, but Jane 

did.  Jane gave a kidney to Michael.  Michael’s mother Deborah, who 

attends another church that I would probably find too conservative, 

calls it an answer to prayer.  Jane Smith, the donor, thought that people 

made too big a deal out of it.  “God called me to do this.” She says.  “I 

didn’t have to think about it when I said it.  It was the right thing to do.  

WHEN YOU OPEN YOUR HEART TO THE NEEDS OF OTHERS 

EXTRAORDINARY THINGS BECOME EASY.”  Jane Smith 

understands Christmas.

Those infant hands, 
Strangle the crooked serpent ever, 
Till open set 
The glorious gate 
And take us up to heaven.

People say that they reject the Christmas story because it is 

too fantastic for intelligent people to swallow.  It’s OK for children.  

But thinking adults outgrow the story.  Like belief in Santa Claus we 

set it aside once we grow up.  I don’t buy it.  I think all this, “We’re 

too sophisticated.” stuff is just a cover-up.  I think we have trivialized 
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Christmas, covered it over with a thick layer of nostalgia, precisely 

because we are afraid of the true power of the Biblical narrative.  I 

don’t care if there were three wise men or thirty wise men.  I don’t 

care if Jesus was born in a manger as Luke details or if the wise men 

found him in a house as Matthew tells us.  What moves me to tears is 

the breathtaking magnificent mystery of it all - that God could be so 

open to the plight of humanity that God would give a child whose life 

would be dedicated to getting through to us; a child with the hands of a 

savior.

Those infant hands 
now for us descended, 
Who built the skies, 
On earth he lies, 
With only beasts attended
Those infant hands.

THANKS BE TO GOD





“WHO WILL ROLL AWAY THE STONE?”
A Sermon On Mark 16:1-8
Easter - April 3, 1994
David G. Gladstone

 As the writer of Mark tells the story, early on the morning of the 

day following the sabbath three women, Mary Magdalene, Mary the 

mother of James, and Salome, came to the tomb in order to tend to the 

body of Jesus. They brought spices with them and perhaps fresh linens to 

wrap around the corpse.  Their purpose was to tend to the details of death.   

They came in devotion to the one who was Jesus.  They had no other 

expectations other than the expectations of the grieving. They came to 

honor one who had been, to remember the things that had been shared, and 

to fulfill the burial customs of their day. As they approached the tomb they 

talked quietly of what they had experienced and what they were about to 

do. In their talking they became aware of a problem.  How were they to get 

inside the tomb in order to carry out their tasks.  The entrance was sealed 

by a large stone.  As they approached they asked themselves the question, 

“Who will roll away the stone?”

 Make no mistake about it.  Easter celebrates the miraculous, 

unexplainable, mysterious resurrection of Jesus the Christ.  The resurrection 

is THE central moment of Christian history. Christmas may be more fun 

and immensely more marketable, but Easter is the event that makes us 

who we are. I have no desire to enter a debate on the scientific likelihood 

of bodily resurrection.  It simply does not apply.  Easter is a moment of 
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divine intervention and revelation.  It tells us a great truth.  It tells us 

that in the struggle between God and death God will not be denied.  We 

desperately need to hear this message.  In countless ways we have become 

a people tending to the details of death. Easter waits for us at the beginning 

of a new day, but before we can discover Easter we must ask ourselves, 

“WHO WILL ROLL AWAY THE STONE?”

 I am constantly reminded how for many life has become focused 

on tending to the details of death.  There are times when dying cannot 

be avoided.  My heart goes out to those within this congregation and 

everywhere else who must face the details of caring for a loved one who 

is dying.  I pray for their strength and for God’s presence with them. I 

marvel at the spirit with which they approach their task.  Yes they are 

tending to the details of dying, but they are not tending to the details of 

death. By tending to the details of death I mean people who approach life 

with nothing but grief, people whose sole purpose is to tend to the corpse 

of some dead body - the corpse of a dead job - the corpse of a dead love 

- the corpse of a dead dream. Their talk is always of what was or what 

might have been and they carry no expectations save the expectation of 

never letting go.  They come to the tomb of that old life hoping to reenter, 

but as with all things dead it is sealed behind a big rock and they are left to 

wonder, “WHO WILL ROLL AWAY THE STONE?”

 It happens in the life of many congregations.  One small and 

struggling congregation searched far and wide for a young energetic 



311

David Glenn Gladstone

pastor who would come to their pulpit.  Over many weeks a steady stream 

of candidates appeared before the committee and preached on Sunday 

mornings.  The people were anxious that each candidate understand and 

appreciate their history.  They told each one of the glory years when they 

had been a congregation of nearly a thousand members. They wanted 

each candidate to understand that their demise was the result of the major 

employer in town closing its plant and the influx of great numbers of 

impoverished people.  They explained how as their numbers diminished 

they struggled to maintain their building and keep the programs going. 

One by one they offered the position to each candidate.  One by one the 

candidates turned them down.  Finally down to the last candidate and 

desperate for someone to help them they offered the position to an elderly 

retired pastor. This pastor was the opposite of all that they had hoped 

for.  He was not young.  His energy was nearly expended but he was 

compassionate and he seemed wise.  That night, meeting in the basement 

of the church with the retired candidate sitting on the right they anxiously 

met to receive his word. “You seek what is no longer here.” he began. 

“You are hoping that I will roll away the stone so that you can crawl into 

the tomb of what once was. This is a new day and the work of Christ has 

gone on ahead of you.  If you desire to meet Christ in a new place I will 

travel with you, but this place is empty.”

 Before we can discover Easter we must discard the business of 

tending to the details of death.  The problem is that pain drives us deeper 
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into the tombs of our lives. Pain is like that.  It narrows our focus and 

darkens our vision.  Have you ever dealt with some localized pain of 

great intensity?  Think of a tooth ache or a broken rib or an infected toe.  

In commands your whole consciousness.  Pretty soon you can think of 

nothing else.  Years ago when Carl was a baby I nearly fell down the stairs 

while carrying him in the dark.  In the effort to keep from dropping him I 

broke two toes and wrenched by back.  For two weeks I could not sleep. 

I could not sit. I could not drive because of the excruciating pain in my 

back.  My entire world was centered on that pain.  My world became no 

bigger than the straight back chair in which I sat. Whether it is physical, 

emotional or spiritual pain narrows our world until there is nothing but the 

pain and our feeble attempts to cope.  Our life becomes a tomb and our 

every effort concerns tending to its details.

 Tending to the details of death, finding that pain has left us living 

within a tomb, anxiety over who will roll away the stone,  all of these are 

reasons why this Easter I have chosen the gospel of Mark as the focus of 

our worship. Mark is light on details of direct encounter with the risen 

Christ.  The encounters that come in Mark 16 following verse eight were 

most likely added by someone else later in Christian history.  But Mark is 

powerful reading for those who seek Christ but who are stuck tending to 

the details of death. Mark has the power to explode whatever tomb into 

which the pain of life has driven you.

Mark tells us how the two Marys and Salome came worrying over who 



313

David Glenn Gladstone

woulod roll away the stone only to discover that the stone was gone and 

the tomb was empty.  And where is Christ?  Do not be afraid.  He has gone 

on ahead to Galilee; there you will meet him just as he told you.

 Brothers and sisters, to discover Easter stop tending the corpse of 

whatever dead body you honor. To discover Easter step out of whatever 

tomb into which the pain of life has driven you. To discover Easter stop 

worrying over who will roll away the stone.  THIS IS A NEW DAY. THE 

STONE HAS BEEN REMOVED. CHRIST IS ALIVE AND WAITS 

FOR YOU IN A NEW PLACE. AS MY FRIEND BILL RITTER IS 

SO FOND OF SAYING, “IF YOU EVER WANTED TO TRUST THE 

RESURRECTION, TRUST IT NOW. NOT FOR WHAT IT COULD 

MEAN IF YOU DIE. TRUST IT FOR WHAT IT COULD MEAN I.F 

YOU DON’T.

THANKS BE TO GOD



“WHY SEEK THE LIVING AMONG THE DEAD?”
A Sermon On Luke 24:1-12
David G. Gladstone
EASTER
April 16, 1995

 I didn’t think much of it as the commercial came on the TV. 

It began as just another car commercial. There was a profile shot of 

an immaculate dark green sedan standing in front of a back drop that 

looked for all the world like a painters drop cloth draped over a tall 

ladder.  The car remained motionless as the camera began to pan along 

its side like a fantasizing shopper which I’m certain was the intention 

of the director. I was reaching for the remote control when the voice 

over caught me completely by surprise.  I expected just another 

mellifluous cultured voice. What I heard riveted my attention to the 

screen.
 “O Lord, won’t you buy me a Mercedes Benz.  My friends all 
drive Porches. I must make amends?”

It was the voice of Janice Joplin, long dead, burned out on drugs, 

queen of the counter culture, anti-establishment Janice Joplin. What 

was going on!  That was the song we used to sing in college to make 

fun of the status seeking conspicuous consumption we thought was 

wrong with the world. The very voice that once sought to skewer crass 

consumerism had now been subverted into an anthem intended to 

promote the sale of the very thing it made fun of.
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“O Lord, won’t you buy me a Mercedes Benz?” 

Just in case I failed to get the point, I heard an interview with the 

maker of that commercial on the radio the next day.  It seems that 

a significant number of us 60’s flower children are now primarily 

concerned with finding ways to show to the world how successful we 

have been.  Mercedes Benz wants to attract that demographic. So... “O 

Lord, won’t you buy me a Mercedes Benz.?”

 I stuck the image of that commercial in the back of my brain 

and began my preparations for Easter Sunday 1995.   This year we 

turn to the Easter story as found in Luke.  It begins the same as always. 

Early in the morning on the first day of the week Mary Magdalene, 

Joanna, Mary the mother of James and some other women come to the 

tomb.  They come to attend to the details of death.  They have brought 

spices with which to anoint the body.  As they approach the tomb they 

discover that the stone has been rolled away and the tomb is empty.  

They see two men in dazzling clothes standing beside them.  They are 

frightened.  They bow down and hide their faces.  Finally the two men 

speak asking this question, “Why do you look for the living among 

the dead?”

 “Why seek the living among the dead?”  Suddenly the 
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voice of Janice Joplin was back in my brain. That long dead voice 

with nothing to offer anyone any longer now being used to stroke the 

insecurities of forty-five to fifty year old former flower children. “Why 

seek the living among the dead?” I began to feel like a companion 

to those women making their way to the tomb ready to accept that 

the adventure was over. Ready to preserve the past and settle into 

memories. “Why seek the living among the dead?”  I thought of 

the young couple who came to me out of nowhere desperate to get 

married in order to escape the dead end of their lives but ignoring the 

fact that they really didn’t like each other. We are desperate for the 

gift of life.  To live as God intended. To live in the completeness of 

the gifts God has granted us. But we keep going back to the same old 

tombs.  We look for life in places that are the repositories of death. We 

try to buy our way to life. We try to control our way to life.  We try to 

lie our way to life.  We try to pretend our way to life.  WHY DO WE 

CONSTANTLY SEEK THE LIVING AMONG THE DEAD?

 What did you expect to find in coming to this place this 

morning? Whether we attend church regularly or not many of us come 

to Easter morning hoping to preserve the remnants of a past we fear we 

have lost.  Perhaps it was a past where joy was easy and life seemed 

like an adventure.  Perhaps it was a past when God seemed near and 

the world seemed well ordered. Perhaps it was a past where there 
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was clarity of purpose and identity? Whatever your story we are the 

spiritual companions of Joanna and the two Marys coming to the tomb 

expecting to preserve the details of that which is dead and broken. But 

Easter is not about putting things back the way they once were.  It is 

not even about putting things back the way we wish they had been.   

Easter is about the unexpected discovery of the risen Christ.  What did 

you expect in coming here this morning? If you’re looking for a body, 

look elsewhere.  It is not here. If you are hoping in your own life to 

become a witness to the risen Christ then this is the place to begin.

 How do we begin?  We begin just as the men in dazzling 

clothes instructed.  We begin by re-membering how Christ spoke 

while he was still in Galilee. I do not mean remembering as in 

memorializing. I mean literally re-membering Christ - taking ourselves 

as the broken members of Christ’s body and putting it back together. 

We begin by re-membering how he spoke.  Re-membering how in 

the presence of hatred he spoke of love.  re-membering how in the 

presence of bondage he spoke of liberation.  Re-membering how in 

the face of fear he spoke of confidence. Re-membering how in the 

expectation of law he spoke of grace. It is in the re-membering that we 

witness the resurrection and experience the transformation into new 

life.
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 This is the hope to which God has led us through Christ.  It 

is the promise of life as God intended - life grounded in love and 

wholeness and forgiveness. To know that life is to witness the 

resurrection in our own time.  But we are persistent in looking for 

life in the same old tombs. WHY DO WE SEEK THE LIVING 

AMONG THE DEAD? The twenty something year old recorded 

voice of Janice Joplin used in a way she never intended is just a trick.  

The voice of death always seeks to trick and manipulate us.  But the 

risen Christ is no trick.  It is nothing less than the transforming power 

of God’s love, grace and forgiveness risen from the grave to which 

the principalities and powers of this world wish to assign it. Christ is 

alive.  Death is left holding an empty tomb. No longer shall we seek 

the living among the dead. We stand amazed at what God has done. 

Transformation awaits and you are a witness.  THANKS BE TO GOD.



LOOKING FOR THE RISEN CHRIST
A Sermon On John 20: 1-18

Easter Sunday
April 4, 1999

David G. Gladstone

“They have taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they have 
laid him.”

Mary Magdalene - (John 20:13b)

If you travel to Jerusalem you will learn that you have a choice 

of empty tombs to look at.  There are at least two.  The most famous 

is located inside the Church of the Holy Sepulcher.  There at the back 

of a domed sanctuary built (as most things were in Jerusalem) during 

the middle ages you will find a rock wall in a kind of cave.  Low and 

close to the ground in that wall there is a cavity tunneled into the 

rock just big enough to hold a body.  The rock is black from centuries 

of burning candles.  Tourists and pilgrims must wait turns entering 

the small space to look at what could well be a first century tomb.  

Tradition holds that this is the tomb that once held the body of the 

crucified Jesus.  To those pilgrims, like me, conditioned by decades of 

Hollywood recreations and beautifully illustrated Bibles, this tomb is 

a distinct disappointment.  There is no garden.  There is no rock taller 

than a man waiting to be rolled before the opening.  There is no sense 

that the joy of the first Easter sunrise could possibly penetrate to that 

dark space.
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Lest Christian pilgrims be disappointed, as I was, there is 

another option.  Across town is a location called The Garden Tomb.  

This place looks like it came straight out of the Bible illustrations of 

my childhood.  It is located in a walled garden that is immaculately 

tended.  At one side of the garden there is another rock wall located 

behind an ancient olive press.  An opening in that wall allows access 

into a small room carved out of the rock.  Once again there is no 

stone, but there is a foot wide channel beside the opening to the room 

running parallel to the face of the rock.  It takes little to imagine a six 

foot wheel of stone resting in that channel waiting to be rolled in front 

of the door.  Along one wall of the small room carved into the rock a 

stone slab has been fashioned out of the interior wall.  This is the tomb 

of my religious imagination.  The only thing lacking is some folded 

linen bandages placed at the foot of the slab.  Protestant Christians, 

especially evangelical protestant Christians love the Garden Tomb.  It 

may not be the real place.  There is no way to verify where Jesus was 

laid.  But the Garden Tomb fits the imagination of our religious hearts.

The one thing in common with both locations is that they are 

both empty.  The other thing one might say about them is that they are 

both preoccupations with the dead body of Jesus.  They have little to 

tell us about the question for this morning or the question implicit in 

Mary’s statement, “They have taken away my Lord and I do not know 

where to find him.”  Whether Mary stood in what is now the Church of 
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the Holy Sepulchre or whether she  stood before the Garden Tomb or 

whether she stood in some other undiscovered location, the truth is that 

she came expecting to mourn the past but instead she found herself 

confronted with a reawakened future.  The resurrection of Jesus has 

much more to do with this reality than it ever did with a resuscitated 

corpse.  The Jesus Mary meets in the garden, the Jesus Thomas 

questions in the locked room, even the Jesus preparing breakfast on 

the beach for his dispirited disciples is not the Jesus of what once was.  

This is the transformed Jesus of what is to come.  It is important to 

note that this encounter with a transformed Christ invites the disciples 

to move into that new future rather than continue to embrace the lost 

past.  The resurrection of Jesus tells us not just that death cannot keep 

God’s purpose from being fulfilled; it turns us around and points us in 

the direction of God’s new future.

That is why I do not mourn the sorry state of our church 

building on this final Easter of the second millennium.  I suppose some 

might worry that the dust and the dirt produced by this renovation 

may soil their new Easter outfit.  It would be nice to have everything 

beautiful on this joy-filled day.  But I’m not worried about all that 

pastel pretty stuff.  As long as my ministry continues I will never 

forget this Easter of 1999 when then building itself is a model of the 

Easter message.  The very bricks cry out with the glory of resurrection.  

Let me explain.
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Seven years ago when we first began to consider what needed 

to be done to this place, I suspect that much of the motivation was the 

sense  of wanting to bring the church back  to its previous glory.  I 

was not here at that time, but I’ve been around churches long enough 

to know that we long for the days when being the church was easy 

and worship services bulged with people and money was no problem.  

We will ignore the fact that we remember the past much better than it 

really was.  If you disagree with me, at least we can agree that as the 

United Methodist Church has faced a constant stream of new problems 

and declining membership many have proclaimed that the church has 

gone astray from the foundations of its faith and had better return to 

the good old days when everyone agreed about God and Jesus and 

church.  Some have proclaimed that our task is to return to the days 

when things worked.  Then we will be OK.

But this building renovation is not and cannot be about putting 

things back the way they were when we were all happy.  And the 

salvation of the United Methodist Church does not lie in “returning 

to those thrilling days of yesteryear.” (forgive me Brace Beamer).  

When this building is finished it will be a transformed building ready 

to carry on ministries we have not even thought of yet.  We have 

taken this building right back to the outer walls.  We have thrown out 

everything that has served us well but is now exhausted and we are 

embracing what we need to be God’s people in a new day.  That is 
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how this renovation models Easter.  In looking for the risen Christ we 

waste our time looking to hang on to what once was.  The transformed 

and resurrected Jesus is eager to get beyond the garden and out to 

Galilee and Emmaus.  Easter has nothing to do with putting things 

back the way they were and everything to do with shaking off our 

preoccupation with the things of death and learning to live dangerously 

in God’s new day.

Many of us are like Mary Magdalene standing in that obscure 

garden.  We who once knew Jesus have found the old expectations 

empty.  The Jesus of our childhood has been crucified upon the 

modern crosses of cynicism, affluent self-sufficiency, and enlightened 

rationalism taken to a joyless extreme.  There is a great aching in the 

hearts of all who long for mystery and meaning and purpose in life.  

We are left weeping at the rock before the tomb of this Jesus of our 

religious longings.  They have taken away our Lord and we do not 

know where to find him.  

This I know.  The resurrected Christ is a new Christ, one we 

may have trouble recognizing.  This transformed Jesus is eager to get 

on with the work of proclaiming God’s love.  This resurrected Christ 

is eager to get us out of our self-indulgent rut and out on the road 

meeting people who themselves are stuck in the same old patterns.  

This is the way we look for the risen Christ – not in the places of old 

expectations but in the eager embrace of God’s new vision.  This is not 
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about putting things back the way they were – not in this building, not 

in this church, not in my life or yours.  This is about throwing out our 

preoccupation with death and living dangerously in God’s new day.  

We had better hurry because the risen Christ is already out there ahead 

of us.  Take a look.  Open your eyes.

THANKS BE TO GOD.



EASTER SERVICE
A Sermon On Luke 24:1 – 12

Easter Sunday
April 23, 2000

David G. Gladstone

“Why do you look for the living among the dead? He is not here, but 

has risen.”
As the world rolls toward new days, 
crushes winters into pasts,
gales away the darkening clouds, 
and calls for those asleep to wake
I will go softly to the house of May.

So there we were with friends sitting in Mountain Jacks ready 

to put the gift certificate I received at my birthday party to good use.  

This was to be a night away from concerns of the church.  A night for 

fun.  A night for us.  What better place to escape the deeply theological 

than Mountain Jacks where the concern runs toward the choice of blue 

cheese or ranch, rare or medium well?  But there would be no escape.  

The voice of God waited in our booth speaking from the printing on 

a small tent card resting upon the table and not to be consumed.  The 

deep indigo voice of God declared, “Easter Service begins at 11:00.  

Reservations recommended.”  

I know it sounds silly, but it took us all a moment to appreciate 

the mundane and utterly secular surface intent of the message.  In that 
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moment our minds tried to imagine a full house at Mountain Jacks 

looking up from the lazy-Susan salad server to declare as one voice, 

“Christ is risen. Christ is risen indeed.”  It was a moment to treasure 

– a juxtaposition of the sacred and the secular, the profound and the 

perverse, the transforming and the trivial. “Easter Service begins at 

11:00.  Reservations recommended.”  

And with each life emerging from the soil,
yellow-green and fragile bodied things
growing into sturdy dark-hued browns,
you will find me stretching with the day
and walking ‘round this house of May.

In Christian sanctuaries around this world on this particular 

morning people are gathered to recite the ancient creeds, hear the 

Easter story again and declare with one voice, “Christ is risen.  Christ 

is risen indeed.”  For many it is an act of devotion – a deep spiritual 

river running from the heart of the devoted to God.  For others it is 

an exercise of spring – a little deeper than putting away the snow 

shovel and planting the geraniums, but pleasant and satisfying.  

For some the notion of Easter is an intellectual embarrassment – a 

preposterous story unacceptable to educated minds accustomed to 

scientific method.  All three exist within the sound of my voice.  On 

this particular Easter morning we are no different than the millions of 

Christians and seekers gathered in thousands of sanctuaries around 
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the world.  We are no different than the ancient ones who heard but 

did not comprehend.  Beneath the outer surface of the devoted, the 

satisfied and the skeptical lies the question; “did it happen?”

That particular question no longer interests me.  It once did, 

but it holds no fascination for me now.  In its place I ask a different 

question.  Instead of “Did it happen?” I am much more interested 

in “What does it mean?”  What is the good of Easter if it gives no 

direction to our lives?  Sometimes I think we like to argue over the 

“Did it happen?” question precisely because it places no demands 

upon us.  We can trivialize the true power of the story by keeping it 

distant and academic.  But the incarnation of God is not academic, 

something to be thought about, as much as it is something to be 

experienced and in the experience of it be transformed by it.

Easter tells us that God will not be bound by the powers of this 

world.  Easter tells us that God will reach through the darkest of days 

to wrench hope from despair.  Easter tells us that in giving ourselves 

to God’s purpose rather than our own purpose, just as Jesus did, even 

death cannot hold us.  Easter announces that the risen Christ is out 

there ahead of us and begs us to wonder why we are still seeking the 

living among the dead.  It is an angel’s way of saying, “What are you 

waiting for?  Quit tending to what was and get busy preparing for that 

which is yet to come.” “Why do you look for the living among the 

dead? He is not here, but has risen.”  The voice of God from a tent 
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card in Mountain Jack’s declares “Easter Service begins at 11:00.”  

Will it?  Or will we once again leave our Alleluias at the door of the 

church and continue trying to find Jesus among the remains of what 

used to be.  Maybe this year someone will march out of here and 

throw off the shackles of addiction. Alleluia.  Maybe someone will 

go to the phone tomorrow and joyfully present themselves and all of 

their retired talent to Volunteers in Mission.  Alleluia.  Maybe this 

year each of us will gladly take a step closer to giving a tithe of our 

income and we will finally be able to fully fund God’s ministry in this 

congregation and step back into full United Methodist connection.  

Alleluia.  Maybe this time we will leave here and race to catch up with 

the risen Christ who is already out there ahead of us with the children, 

with the youth, counseling the troubled, feeding the hungry.  Christ 

the Lord is risen today.  Alleluia. The celebration is now but “Easter 

Service begins at 11:00.”
I’ll gather bits of God from drips
of water off the leafy fonts,
watch for ripples spreading from
my soggy steps along the way,
and hope to see you in this house of May.

My prayer for this Easter is not that the service will go well or 

that the choir will move us with song or that the day will be gloriously 

beautiful.  I pray that Easter will touch us and change us – send us off 

in a new direction.  I pray that individually and as a church we will 
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know the meaning of coming to a tomb and being redirected out to 

Galilee.  I pray that hope replaces despair in our hearts – that purpose 

replaces habit – that joy pushes out grumpiness.  Argue if you must 

about “Did it happen?”  It is a convenient way to avoid the impact of 

the story.
So when the world rolls toward new days,
and crushes winters into pasts,
remember how we walked along,
on these paths, these green-grown ways,
together with God in this house of May. 

  The risen Christ is not to be found while tending to the 

things that used to be.  Why do we always seek the living among the 

dead?  He is not there.  He is out there ahead of us.  In this hour let us 

celebrate and sing our alleluias.  Then roll up our sleeves and get to 

work.  The voice of God spoke to me through a tent card in Mountain 

Jack’s. God said, “Easter Service begins at 11:00.  Reservations 

recommended.”  THANKS BE TO GOD



ENTER THE JOY
An Easter Sermon on John 20:1-18

March 31, 2002
David G. Gladstone

Mary Magdalene went and announced to the disciples, “I have 

seen the Lord”; and she told them that he had said these things to her.

I love Easter.  Holy Week is more moving to me than Advent. 

Easter is more compelling to me than Christmas. I love the beauty of the 

day, the season of the year, the power of the story.  But for all of the 

message of new life and the wonderful stories of Jesus appearing before 

the astonished disciples it always hits me hard that in spite of Easter so 

little in the world seems to change. I love Easter.  It’s just that once Easter 

has come I wonder if we know what to do with it.

I would not be exaggerating to tell you that never in my life have 

I experienced a Holy Week such as the one we have been through this 

year.  Last Sunday as we gathered for Palm Sunday – as we read together 

the Passion story of Jesus’ suffering and death no one in this church could 

anticipate the events that were about to come our way.  Monday morning 

word came that our friend JR Hartman had taken a turn for the worst.  By 

Monday afternoon he was gone.  The presence of death has never been so 

real during Holy Week before.  This year death and its hold upon us was 

more than an academic theological study.  There is nothing like a funeral 
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attended by 200 people on the Saturday between Good Friday and Easter 

morning to get your attention.  Over and over again I have asked, “What 

kind of a hold will JR’s death have upon us?”  What kind of a hold does 

death and the things of death have on us in general  

Christians have argued over the nature of the risen Christ for 

centuries.  Some insist that resurrection means the physical body of Jesus 

got up and walked out of the tomb. Others acknowledge that a physical 

resurrection goes against the laws of biophysics and argue that Jesus’ 

resurrection was experienced in a spiritual way.  These arguments center 

around how did Easter change Jesus.  But it seems to me that the point 

of Easter is not what happened to Jesus but rather what happened to the 

disciples. The encounter with the risen Christ, however it took place, took 

this defeated and death focused group of people and transformed them.  It 

occurs to me that Mary Magdalene and the other disciples came to the tomb 

expecting to tend to the dead remains of what once was.  The encounter 

with the risen Christ propelled them away from death and on to the things 

of life.  That is where my heart is this Easter morning.  No longer do I wish 

to argue over what happened to Jesus on Easter.  I want to consider what 

will happen to us.  In this Holy Week when this congregation has been 

closely acquainted with grief I wonder if Jesus can be found somewhere 

to invite us bravely into a new day.  Did you hear the choir anthem this 

morning?
ENTER THE JOY. 

 OUT OF THE DARKNESS
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INTO THE DAY
ENTER THE JOY

LIFE IS THE PROMISE
AND CHRIST IS THE WAY
DARKNESS GIVES WAY

TO BRIGHT MORNING LIGHT
WE ARE NO LONGER CHILDREN OF NIGHT

ENTER THE JOY AND BE NOT AFRAID

This week we begin a focus on discovering our spiritual gifts.  

In the next three weeks we will move ever closer to an experience of 

discerning those gifts and inviting you to use them in the ministries of this 

congregation.  I need to make something abundantly clear.  This is not just 

a sneaky way to fill a nominations report.  It is an invitation to understand 

our lives together as a gift from God.  It is a way of discovering how 

Easter might change us.  Ask yourself this.  If I really take Easter seriously 

how would it change my life?  

What prevents us from taking Easter seriously and being 

transformed?  Is it fear?  What do we fear?  Do we fear losing the past?  

The past is already gone.  The future is all there is. ENTER THE JOY 

AND BE NOT AFRAID.

Do we fear failure?  Failure is easy to avoid. We avoid failure if we 

never try.  But in avoiding failure we also forego the prize.  ENTER THE 

JOY AND BE NOT AFRAID.

Do we fear criticism?  I, for one, am tired of easy critics who risk 

nothing, invest little and belittle those who do risk and invest.  ENTER 
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THE JOY AND BE NOT AFRAID.

Do we fear insufficient resources?  Read your Bible.  The disciples 

constantly complained they were a day late and a sheckle short.  Jesus 

would have none of it.  He took what was offered and God made it 

sufficient.  ENTER THE JOY AND BE NOT AFRAID.

The miracle of Easter resides only partially in what happened 

to Jesus.  The real story – the one that matters is what happened to the 

disciples.  A group of defeated and dispirited followers found new hope 

and purpose.  Given time they forgot about what they had lost and claimed 

for themselves new power and purpose.  ENTER THE JOY AND BE 

NOT AFRAID.

THANKS BE TO GOD.



ONCE THE STONE WAS ROLLED AWAY
An Easter Sermon On John 20:1-18

And 1 Corinthians 15; 1-11
April 20, 2003

David G. Gladstone

“Now I would remind you, brothers and sisters, of the good 
news that I proclaimed to you, which you in turn received, in which 
you stand, and through which you are being saved.”  1 Corinthians 
15:1

One of the greatest blessings of serving with this talented and 

committed staff comes in those moments of sharing when one of us, 

usually me, depleted of ideas, turns to the rest of the staff and invites 

their input and creativity.  In the past six years I have turned to this 

creative well countless times. Not once have I found it empty. Not 

once have I come from this well of creativity with anything less than 

buckets of ideas overflowing and spilling out into worship bulletins, 

youth events, and mission projects.  This endless well of creative ideas 

will be one of the first things I will share with whomever is named 

to replace me.  Having experienced this creative well gives me great 

confidence in the future of this church.

This service illustrates my point.  Creativity has not marked my 

being in the past three weeks.  I knew the direction of God’s leading 

for this Easter message, but I could find no liturgical way to give light 

to that direction.  We met as a staff on Wednesday to consider the 
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plans for this morning.  I shared that God was leading me to speak of 

the transformation experienced in the hearts of the disciples on the 

first Easter.  Caroline observed that my selected unison prayer bore no 

connection with that message.  She asked me to consider the Litany of 

Assurance we read earlier in this service.  Once again the well springs 

forth in abundance.

Christians have long argued over just what happened to Jesus 

on that first Easter morning.  I well remember a book from the early 

1970’s entitled The Passover Plot in which the author speculated that 

the entire passion and Easter story was a conspiracy concocted and 

carried out by the followers of Jesus in an effort to meet all of the 

requirements of prophecy.  That I found any credence in that book as a 

sophomore at Albion College stands as a measure of my emotional and 

spiritual immaturity at the time, but says nothing of significance about 

Easter and its place in our hearts.  Recently in the Michigan Christian 

Advocate the argument over just what happened to Jesus on the first 

Easter morning surfaced once again.  A group of 28 United Methodist 

brought charges against Bishop Joseph Sprague alleging that his book 

Affirmations of a Dissenter denied the bodily resurrection of Jesus 

and amounted to heresy.  Rev. Ward Pierce from the West Michigan 

Conference took exception to Bishop Sprague and wrote a long article 

in the Advocate declaring that no real Christian would ever question 

the bodily resurrection of Jesus.  And so it goes and has gone over 
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centuries.  Christians often define themselves by their understanding 

of just what happened to Jesus on that first Easter morning.  We argue.  

We declare those who disagree to be outside the truth.  We declare 

ourselves, no matter what we think, to be in possession of the truth, 

and it all centers on just what happened to Jesus.

Perhaps it is time to change that focus.  There were no reporters 

embedded with the Roman Legion guarding the tomb.  There was no 

gravecam keeping watch and sending everything to tape in order that 

we might have a record of the event.  What we have is a record of 

frightened and dispirited disciples encountering Christ in a new way 

and finding a transformation taking place in their hearts.  Perhaps we 

have argued too much over just what happened to Jesus on that first 

Easter morning and paid too little attention to the death defying change 

that came upon the disciples in the garden, on the beach, locked in 

that hidden room, and as they walked the road to Emmaus.  Perhaps 

Easter is after all less important for what happened to Jesus and more 

important for the transformation it brought and continues to bring to 

the hearts of those who would follow Jesus.

With the stone rolled away came emptiness.  Here are the 

disciples devastated that the one who had led them for the past three 

years is now gone.  They cling to his memory as they approach the 

tomb.  They come intending to honor the remains of what once was 

but is now gone.  The excitement that has marked the past three years 
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is replaced by emptiness and lack of direction.  All that remains is to 

keep the memory alive and slowly, one by one return to their former 

lives.  The emptiness of the tomb reflects the emptiness of their hearts.  

The emptiness at first appears to insult the hope that had once been 

theirs.

With the stoned rolled away came questions.  How could 

these things have happened?  Where can we go from here?  Maybe 

none of it was real.  Could this in fact be God leading us to a new day?  

What does the good news mean now?  Is it over or is there more?

With the stone rolled away came light.  A vision begins to 

emerge.  Is it the gardener or could it be Jesus?  Fear evaporates like 

the morning dew exposed to the light of a new day.  Jesus out ahead 

inviting them to leave the fear behind and take up the mission.  Hope 

returns and there is life to be lived.

With the stone rolled away comes a future.  There is more to 

this than can be destroyed be any change of circumstances.  Purpose 

and possibility return.  There is work to be done on behalf of a God of 

love and justice.  What we have been given far exceeds what we fear 

we might have lost.

Every Easter in my life convinces me more that what matters 

most is the transformation of our hearts.  The resurrection of Jesus 

calls forth our own resurrection.  This is God’s way of jerking our 

heads around and demanding that we look ahead and not backward.  
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The importance of Easter cannot be found in arguing what happened.  

The importance of Easter can only be found in embracing what is yet 

to come.  Easter tells us that God’s purpose cannot be stopped by an 

old rugged cross or weighed down by a stone some think too big to 

move.  

If you came to this morning expecting to weep over what we 

have lost then you have not yet encountered the risen Christ.  If you 

came to this morning equipped to care for what we used to have then 

you have not yet discovered that Jesus has moved on ahead and invites 

us to a new place of mission.  If you came to this morning worried that 

promise has now been sealed behind a heavy rock then you have not 

yet noticed that the stone is rolled away and promise has been set free.

A year from now another pastor will share the joy of Easter 

with you.  I will share the experience of Easter with a congregation 

I do not yet know.  This is the life we have accepted together in the 

United Methodist Church.  The discomfort we feel in this parting 

is a measure of the blessing our six years together has been.  The 

temptation in this moment is to look back over all that we have shared, 

and before we part I strongly desire a time to do that sharing for we 

have much to celebrate. But on this Easter morning I point our hearts 

to the words of Paul:
“Now I would remind you, brothers and sisters, of the good 

news that I proclaimed to you, which you in turn received, in which 
you stand, and through which you are being saved.”
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Standing in the garden confronted with the risen Christ, Mary 

faces the choice of allowing the good news of Christ to propel her into 

a new future or to turn like Peter and John and head for the old familiar 

home. Now is the time to declare whether we believe the Good News we 

have shared or not.  Will we embrace the risen Christ or not?  If we believe 

that Christ is alive and present in this church what have we to fear?  Do 

we not believe that Christ gives us the strength to face whatever the future 

holds with confidence?  Easter is an appropriate day in which to remind 

ourselves of the good news that has been proclaimed to us and embrace 

it, incorporating it into the reality of our lives.  For this good news is 

not something to be talked of lightly but is God’s great gift to us in the 

moments when we discover ourselves in a place we did not expect.

I can well imagine this congregation receiving its new pastor 

whomever that may be, with a kind of breathless welcome that is snatched 

from the busy ministry moments of MCREST. I can imagine a pastor 

knowing immediately upon arrival that here is a place that lives the good 

news it proclaims.  I can imagine a pastor expecting a quiet laid back 

congregation and being pleasantly startled by the power, the competency, 

the commitment, and that deep well of creativity that got my sermon 

juices flowing this week.  I can imagine a pastor meeting a people who 

stand firmly in the good news they have received, through which they are 

being saved and to which they hold firmly.  Let us be like Mary.  See, the 
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stone is rolled away.  Let us declare together, “We have seen the Lord.”  

THANKS BE TO GOD.

 



LEAVING TOMBSTONE TERRITORY
A Sermon On Luke 24: 1-12

Easter
April 11, 2004

David G. Gladstone

In many respects I am a person of routine.  The Saturday 

routine in our house consists of me rising early to prepare pancakes.  

This has been true for the entire thirty plus years of our marriage.  

Until recently the Saturday pancake routine also included listening to 

National Public Radio – specifically to the program Car Talk hosted by 

Tom and Ray Magliozzi, better known as Click and Clack the Tappet 

Brothers.  The show is a call in program answering questions about 

cars and how to keep them running.  It is a great show and I miss it 

now that we have moved to Port Huron and the signal for the closest 

NPR outlet fades as we enter the city limits.  You never can tell where 

an Easter image may appear.  Several years ago a great Easter image 

came during the opening moments of Car Talk.  The program began 

in the usual fashion as the host read a series of humorous items they 

(actually their research staff) had gleaned from newspapers during the 

week.  Reaching for the Bisquik I settled into this Saturday morning 

routine.  Tom and Ray began reading an item they said came from 

the Milwaukee Sentinel.  It was taken from the classified ad section 

of the paper.  It read:  For Sale – one used tombstone.  A real bargain 
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for anyone named Heinkelmier.  Must sell.  Best offer.  Tom and Ray 

broke out in uncontrolled laughter.  I cracked an egg on the side of 

the mixing bowl and savored the joke as a remarkable Easter image.  

For Sale – one used tombstone.  A real bargain for anyone named 

Heinkelmier.

It’s Easter once again.  Charlton Heston has already played 

Moses in the annual rebroadcast of The Ten Commandments.  Charlton 

Heston as Ben Hur must be scheduled for rebroadcast somewhere.  

The flowers are in place.  The choir is rehearsed and in its usual superb 

voice.  Travel plans are in place and the progress of spring seems about 

to win out over the receding of winter.  It is Easter once again and once 

again I am compelled to wonder what difference it might make this 

time, this year.

I know the story well.  So do you.  We hardly need read it 

again.  The distraught disciples journey to the tomb bearing spices to 

tend the body of their beloved Jesus.  But when they arrive the women 

discover that the tomb is empty.  The stone has been rolled away and 

two dazzling men ask what might be considered the most pertinent 

question in all of scripture, “Why do you seek the living among the 

dead?  He is not here.  He has risen.”  The way we celebrate Easter one 

would think that the Alleluia! He is Risen response of the disciples was 

immediate.  It was not.  Read the story.

Now it was Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of 
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James, and the other women with them who told this to the apostles.  

But these words seemed to them an idle tale, and they did not believe 

them.

I cannot say that their skepticism differs much from our 

modern attitude regarding Easter.  It took a time for the significance 

of Easter to sink into the hearts of the disciples.  We need time as 

well.  The full power of the Easter story in Luke is not realized until 

the scene shifts away from the tomb and away from that cast off 

tombstone.  The power of the story is realized on the road to Emmaus 

and in the Galilean countryside when they encounter Jesus for real and 

break bread with him and as they consider again all the things he had 

to tell them.  Then their hearts burned within them. Then they were 

changed.

 The problem we have in embracing Easter is that we cannot get 

out of tombstone territory.  Until we do, the reports of an empty tomb 

seem like idle tales and we have trouble believing them.  Like Mary 

in the gospel of John we are stuck weeping at the rock.  We have not 

made the journey from grief to hope.  Make no mistake about it.  Easter 

celebrates the miraculous, unexplainable, mysterious resurrection of Jesus 

the Christ.  The resurrection is THE central moment of Christian history. 

Christmas may be more fun and immensely more marketable, but Easter 

is the event that makes us who we are. I have no desire to enter a debate on 
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the scientific likelihood of bodily resurrection.  It simply does not apply.  

Easter is a moment of divine intervention and revelation.  It tells us a great 

truth.  It tells us that in the struggle between God and death God will not 

be denied.  We desperately need to hear this message.  In countless ways 

we have become a people tending to the details of death. Easter waits for 

us at the beginning of a new day, but before we can discover Easter we 

must ask ourselves, “WHO WILL ROLL AWAY THE STONE?”

Rather than ask, “Did it happen then?”  I would rather ask, 

“Is it happening now.”  Clearly, taking scripture seriously, we must 

concede that Easter matters most for the transformation it works in the 

hearts of the disciples.  Easter tells us to get out of tombstone territory.  

There is nothing left for us there.

Going back to the image provided by Tom and Ray Magliozzi, 

what would it mean if Christians suddenly divested themselves of 

all the useless tombstones of our lives?  What might it mean to our 

effectiveness as disciples of the risen Christ if we quit weeping over 

what we have lost and got on with the journey?  Why do we spend so 

much time looking into where Jesus used to be when we have it on 

good authority that Jesus is now out there on the road way ahead of us.  

Brothers and sisters Easter tells us that we have some catching up to 

do.

 At the recent meeting of our Board of Ordained Ministry one of 

the candidates was asked this question. “Of Maundy Thursday, Good 
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Friday and Easter, which of those days speaks the most to your soul?”  

The answer surprised us all.  The candidate replied that she found the 

most meaning in the Saturday between Good Friday and Easter.  She 

explained that as a pastoral counselor she meets people in the tombs 

of their lives – the in between time between the death of what was and 

the resurrection of what is to come.  She also explained that she found 

her calling in helping people move out of those tombs.

 Yes.  That is Easter to me.  To encounter the risen Christ once 

again in order that new tombs may be opened.  Your tomb.  My tomb. 

The tomb into which congregations would like to crawl.  To embrace 

this story as our story and to know that God does not intend for us to 

remain behind.  Easter is God’s way of ordering us out of tombstone 

territory and on to the Emmaus road. 

 So here is an idea – an image to savory rather than a thing to do.  

How about a rummage sale in which the only thing offered is a collection 

of tombstones we no longer have any use for.  Let’s get rid of them.  No 

longer will we look for Jesus where he used to be.  He is there no longer.  

There is a road ahead of us and the risen Christ expects us to join him 

on the journey. Brothers and sisters, to discover Easter stop tending the 

corpse of whatever dead body you honor. To discover Easter step out of 

whatever tomb into which the pain of life has driven you. To discover 

Easter, stop worrying over who will roll away the stone.  THIS IS A NEW 

DAY. THE STONE HAS BEEN REMOVED. CHRIST IS ALIVE AND 
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WAITS FOR YOU IN A NEW PLACE. AS MY FRIEND BILL RITTER 

IS SO FOND OF SAYING, “IF YOU EVER WANTED TO TRUST THE 

RESURRECTION, TRUST IT NOW. NOT FOR WHAT IT COULD 

MEAN IF YOU DIE. TRUST IT FOR WHAT IT COULD MEAN I.F 

YOU DON’T.

 It is Easter once again.  Alleluia.

THANKS BE TO GOD.



JURY SELECTION
An Easter Sermon On Acts 10:34-43 and John 

20:1-18
David G. Gladstone

April 8, 2007

 Nobody likes jury duty.  For us the issue is the veracity of the 

Easter story itself.  In a very real way the trial of Jesus goes on and we have 

been selected as the ones to weigh the evidence and guide the thinking 

of the community.  We have been selected for jury duty.  We don’t like 

it.  We would like to avoid it.  We can think of all manner of reasons 

why someone else should do it.  But sooner or later we must respond 

to the call or face a charge of contempt. Do you doubt that Christ 

is still on trial? This week Jesus made it onto the covers of Newsweek, 

Time and someone told me U.S. News and World Report.  I could hardly 

believe my eyes when my Newsweek arrived. There was a picture of the 

ascension of Christ taken from a renaissance painting with the headline: 

RETHINKING THE RESURRECTION, A NEW DEBATE ABOUT 

THE RISEN CHRIST.  If you doubt that Christ is still on trial, I urge 

you to read one of those articles.  The Newsweek article reads like any 

summary of high profile trails to which we have grown accustom.  It is 

filled with details of what we think we can really know, what seems to be 

contradictory in witness stories, and speculation providing other possible 

explanations of reported events.  The article focuses entirely on who did 
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what to whom and when.    The hope is to finally reconstruct the events 

leading up to Easter so that we, the jury, may make a final determination 

of truth.

 The charge against Jesus has not changed in two thousand years.  

It is not however the charge we commonly think Christ faced before the 

Sanhedron or Pilot. Christ is not and never was on trial for claiming to be 

King of the Jews or for plotting against the colonial authorities. Christ was 

put on trial for violating our common expectations, sense of reasonableness 

and order. Christ was dangerous because he taught that healing takes 

precedence over liturgical order, justice is more important than position, 

and God has more authority than pompous, self serving officials. Christ 

was dangerous because he chose Samaritans to model compassion, called 

tax collectors into discipleship, and would not abide arguments over who 

was the greatest. In so doing Jesus exploded the common wisdom of his 

day and demonstrated that God is greater than the sum of our prejudices 

and weaknesses. The real charge against Jesus is that he violates the world 

we have learned to live with. Easter represents the supreme violation of 

that world. Dead bodies don’t come back to life.  The very thought of such 

a thing offends us.

 We have a lot at stake in this trial.  The Apostle Paul recognized 

that when he wrote to the Corinthians and said, “If Christ is not raised 
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then our preaching is in vain and so is our faith.” But our modern anxiety 

regarding the resurrection does not center on what will happen to our faith 

if the resurrection is not true. We are afraid of what will happen to our life 

if the resurrection is true. Not only have we learned to live in this world 

as it is, we have learned to love it.  Some of us have learned to make the 

most of the way things are.  Some of us have learned to quietly accept our 

misery and live in pain.  Some of us have learned how to profit from the 

way things are.  We have a list of excuses and rationalizations all designed 

to protect life as we know it.  But if we believe the resurrection then, 

victims are no longer victims, the defeated are no longer vanquished, the 

powerful have no power, enemies can love each other and excuses no 

longer have any purpose. I told you we have much at stake in the outcome 

of this trial.

 Knowing how much we have to lose has always been our stumbling 

block to the resurrection. It is hard to give up the ways we have learned 

and our position in life even when we know that those ways and that 

position are destructive.  It requires that those who have experienced the 

power of the resurrection in their own lives speak out.  That is what Peter 

is pleading for in this morning’s passage from Acts.  Peter’s message is 

our call to jury duty. Peter says, “We have seen what God has done.  We 

have experienced it in our lives. We have been changed by God’s love.  It 

is now time to render a verdict and tell others about it.
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 The current trial concerning the resurrection always asks if 

someone can prove that it really happened.  The prosecution argues that if it 

can’t be physically proven then it didn’t happen.  But borrowing a modern 

judicial term I believe the issue is one of intent.  Was it God’s intent that 

we should live in darkness?  Was it God’s intent that pride and corruption 

should thwart compassion and hope.  Was it God’s intent that evil be the 

dominant force in creation? Everything in scripture tells us otherwise.  It 

is God’s intent that we should live in hope and compassion and that God’s 

love be the dominant power.  Proof of the resurrection will not be found 

in a fingerprint on some ancient manuscript.  Proof of the resurrection is 

found in the transformed lives of those who experienced it.  Resurrection 

is about transformation not resuscitation.  The risen Christ walked with 

the disciples on the road to Emmaus and they didn’t recognize him until 

they broke bread together, but they were changed by the experience.   The 

risen Christ appeared to the disciples in a room where they had locked 

themselves in fear, but Christ found a way in.  So today Christ comes to 

us in ways we do not recognize.  So today Christ reaches us when we try 

to hide away.  The risen Christ calls us to a transformed life - a life where 

death is nothing to fear and life is a celebration rather than a sentence.  Test 

the gospel witness on your own life.  If the story fits you must...No.  That’s 

a contemporary connection I do not wish to make.

 Actually the verdict in this trial is obvious.  Jesus is guilty as 
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charged.  Guilty of bringing hope to the hopeless, guilty of forgiving the 

unforgivable, guilty of upsetting the status quo, and guilty of swallowing 

death up in victory.  But it is not enough for us to come today and confirm 

the verdict.  We are called to live now as the Easter People. Others living 

in the old life of hopelessness and fear will be encouraged by your witness.  

They need to know that they can lose the old life and be welcomed into 

a new life. If we fail to respond to this call we stand in contempt of the 

very one who suffered crucifixion and then rose again that we might live.  

THANKS BE TO GOD.

 



WEEPING AT THE ROCK
A Sermon On John 20:1-18

Easter
April 8, 2007

David G. Gladstone

 But Mary stood weeping outside the tomb, and as she wept 
she stooped to look into the tomb; and she saw two angels in white, 
sitting where the body of Jesus had lain, one at the head and one at 
the feet.  They said to her, “Woman, why are you weeping?”  She 
said to them, “Because they have taken away my Lord, and I do not 
know where they have laid him.” (John 20:11-13)

 Early in the morning on the first day of the week, walking 

through the darkness before the sun breaks the horizon, bearing the 

spices needed to tend to the dead body of Jesus, Mary Magdalene 

comes to the garden.  She comes carrying the burden of hopes 

destroyed and dreams deferred.  She comes out of respect and love for 

the Jesus she has lost.  She comes expecting nothing more than to tend 

to the details of his death; to honor his memory and to grieve over his 

loss.   

 How easily we skip over the opening of that first Easter.  How 

lightly we take the grief and despair that walked with Mary that 

day.  The gospel of John tells us that when Mary summoned Simon 

Peter and John and told them of the empty tomb, they rushed to the 
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garden, looked inside and then went back to their homes.  I guess 

it’s a guy thing.  Peter and John do a lot of rushing around in this 

account of the resurrection.  John tells us nothing of the impact of the 

experience upon their hearts.  Peter and John blow into the story and 

blow out again.  Their’s is a cameo appearance in the drama of the 

first Easter morning.  Mary is the one who brings a human heart to the 

resurrection morning.

 It is a broken heart.  Mary stood weeping outside the tomb; 

weeping at the rock.  She embodies those human moments when we 

are convinced that everything has been lost and we have no idea what 

to do next.  In crucifixion Jesus had been taken away from them.  The 

hope, the healing, the compassion in a world of unspeakable cruelty 

had been crushed by the religious and political powers of the day.  

Now even his body was gone.  She must have imagined it to be just 

one more insult.  “Woman, why are you weeping?”  Because they 

have taken away my Lord, and I do not know where to find him.”

 Mary Magdalene lives in the Solomon Islands this Easter 

morning.  There was a time when life made sense to those who call 

those island home.  There was a time when the children of that area 

lived lightly and with purpose.  All that was crushed under the weight 

of a Tsuami.  Mothers and fathers who cannot get beyond the details 

of those terrible deaths; who cannot find the resurrected Christ; who 
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sit hearing the story of the empty tomb and overwhelmed by their loss 

can only weep at the rock.  “Woman why are you weeping?”  “They 

have taken away my Lord and I do not know where to find him.”

 Mary Magdalene lives in our churches this Easter morning.  

There was a time when our hope was high and our expectations were 

great.  There was a time when we seemed to know what God’s purpose 

for the church was.  There was a time when problems were easily 

solved and we thought the world was listening.  All that is gone now; 

crushed under the weight of an increasingly secular world that has 

little time to worship anything other than the self interested pursuit 

of entertainment and power.  Those of us who love the church now 

come to Easter with the broken heart of Mary Magdalene.  We come 

more in memory of what we have lost than in celebration of what we 

have gained.  We come to honor the Jesus and the church that used to 

be.  We come to anoint a cherished corpse before we get on with the 

business of reordering our lives.  “Woman, why are you weeping?”  

“They have taken away my Lord and I do not know were they 

have laid him.”

 On this Easter morning, Mary Magdalene lives in the hearts of 

all who stand at that moment in life when all you know is what you 

have lost, when all you can muster is to tend lovingly to the memory 
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of what used to be, when you seek the remains of what once was 

and even that cannot be found.  “Woman, why are you weeping?”  

“They have taken away my Lord. I don’t know where to find him.  

I don’t know which way to turn.  I don’t know what to do.”

 On the first day of this week, while the sun is barely up in the 

sky and we are still more acquainted with the night that has passed 

than we are with the day that has dawned, listen for the second voice 

that speaks to Mary in the garden.  She turns around to see who 

speaks.  At first she imagines it to be the voice of the gardener, but it 

is not.  Now it is the resurrected Christ that she encounters. “Mary.” 

He calls.  Hearing her name, her eyes and heart are opened, and she 

recognizes him.  “Rabboni!” she calls.  At first she rushes to embrace 

him.  But this not the old Christ.  This is a new vision of Jesus, and 

Jesus resists her embrace.  Mary still wants to wrap her arms around 

what used to be but that is gone forever and a transformed Jesus stands 

before her.  This is not what she thought she wanted.  But thanks to 

the  Rolling Stones we know you can’t always get what you want, but 

sometimes you get what you need. 

 On this Easter, I want to listen for the second voice in the 

garden.  That is the voice of the risen Christ calling me out of memory 

and back to the future.  I want to respond, “Teacher! Restore our 
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hope.  Restore our vision.  Restore our purpose.”  There have been 

those who have gone out of their way to earnestly tell me I should be 

more realistic.  There have been some who have sincerely presented 

to me the demographics of Port Huron and warned me not to expect 

too much.  There have been some who have invited me to join with 

them in weeping at the rock over what used to be.  Their intentions are 

honorable and understandable.  But the power of Easter comes when 

Mary Magdalene turns and responds to the second voice in the garden. 

The voice of the risen Christ. At first she thinks it is the gardener and 

she rushes to embrace the past.  But it is not the gardener. It is the 

transformed Christ calling her by name and inviting her to spread the 

news of hope restored and dreams achieved.

 Brothers and sisters, what brought you here this morning?  

Did you come looking for the Christ that used to be?  Did you come 

to honor the corps of what once was?  Do you find yourself standing 

weeping at the rock not knowing where to turn?  Listen for the second 

voice in the garden.  The risen and transformed Christ calls you by 

name and invites you to spread the news of new hope, new love, new 

vision.  No longer shall we come expecting to tend to the details of 

death.  No longer shall we come to weep over what used to be.  Why 

should we weep? The stone is gone.  Christ is alive and goes before us.  

Christ is risen.  He is risen indeed.  THANKS BE TO GOD.



“THE RISEN LIFE”
An Easter Sermon on Matthew 28:1-10

March 27, 2005
 Easter

David G. Gladstone

1.  Do not be afraid.
2.  Come see where Jesus lay.
3.  Tell others he is risen.
4.  Understand that he is going before you and expect to see him.

 These are the instructions given to the two Mary’s on the dawn 

of the first Easter as they approached the tomb which had been provided 

by Joseph of Arimathea.  These are the words repeated by Jesus himself 

meeting the two Mary’s as they rushed to tell the other disciples what they 

had discovered.  These are the words which lead the disciples to a mountain 

in Galilee where they meet Jesus one more time and receive the direction 

to, “Go therefore into all the world and make disciples remembering that 

I am with you always to the close of the age.”  These are the instructions 

we inherit as the current disciples of Christ.  Christ is risen.  Sing alleluia.  

Then what?

 What would life be like if we took Easter seriously?  Can you place 

yourself before the tomb and receive the instructions from that glowing 

angel sitting upon the rock?  Too often at Easter we are worried about Jesus 

and about accepting the miracle of the resurrection.  Did it happen?  Can it 

be proven?  Is there a rational explanation?  But our anxiety is misplaced.  
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It can’t be proven or disproved.  There is no rational explanation.  It is a 

miracle and it defines who we are.  The real question is not resurrection 

but response.  The instructions to the two Mary’s are instructions outlining 

the RISEN LIFE.  They were meant for all disciples ancient and modern:

  1.  Do not be afraid.

  2.  Come see where Jesus lay.

  3.  Tell others he is risen.

  4.  Know that he goes before you and expect to meet  

him.

 What would life be like if we took these Easter instructions 

seriously?

 DO NOT BE AFRAID!  How powerfully fear defines our lives.  

There is so much of which to be afraid.  Terry and I have just attended a 

meeting for Church Camp Deans.  We are required to attend this meeting 

every year. In the meeting most of the time is spent on describing all of the 

possible disasters that could be faced in camp and announcing strategies 

and procedures for avoiding them.  It ranges all the way from sexual abuse 

of campers to the possibility of seniors sneaking out of camp in a car and 

wrapping themselves around a tree.  Many of the procedures are required 

by DSS.  All are designed to respond to our fears and minimize risk.  They 

are good procedures.  We will follow them at Choir Camp, but it suddenly 

came to me that we were totally focused upon our fears.  We sought to 

eliminate risk.  But risk cannot be eliminated and I could see that the only 
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rational response to the risks involved was to withdraw and not go to camp 

or be involved in any way.  HOW POWERFULLY FEAR DEFINES 

OURS LIVES.

 We have come to believe that life should be risk free, and there 

are many among us who are ready, willing and able to profit from that 

expectation. “Have you been hurt in a slip and fall accident?  Dial 1-800-

CALL SAM.”  Or Larry Korn or any number of others who tell us that life 

should be risk free and if it is not someone should pay.  That is life defined 

by fear.

 But the Easter instructions for the risen life begin with, “Do not 

be afraid.”  How fascinating that the Gospel of Matthew should begin 

with angelic instructions to Joseph to not be afraid and ends with the same 

message at the tomb.  The risen life is not based on fear but rather on 

confidence that God has triumphed over death.  Do not be afraid.  No 

matter what the reality or the risks that must be faced - do not be afraid.  

In the face of death - do not be afraid.  In the face of tragedy - do not be 

afraid.  In the midst of confusion - do not be afraid. I have to wonder, in the 

midst of all the turmoil surrounding the care of Terri Schiavo, has anyone 

bothered to remember this elemental quality of our faith.   Easter has cast 

out fear.  Christ is risen. What have we to dread?

 “COME, SEE WHERE JESUS LAY.”  The risen life invites us to 

face reality, but we are a people adept at denying reality.  You can hear it in 
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our speaking.  “I’m alright.  I can quit any time I want.”  “It doesn’t bother 

me any more.  I’ve put it completely out of my mind.”  “What bruise?  

Oh, that!  She fell down the stairs - again.” Denial has become a way of 

life.  We all practice it at one time or another.  But the risen life invites us 

into the tomb.  The risen life asks us to face the places where our hopes 

and dreams have been buried. Resurrection requires it.  Remember, not all 

that we face can be changed, but nothing can be changed unless we face 

it.  What if the disciples had not visited the tomb on the first day of the 

week?  What if they fled the cross pretending that it had never happened?  

It would have made no difference to Jesus.  The resurrection of Christ 

would still be true, but it would have had no impact and we would not 

be gathered here. The risen life requires that we visit the tomb.  The risen 

life invites us to face reality for only in that facing can we share in the 

resurrection.

 “HE IS NOT HERE.  TELL THE OTHERS HE IS RISEN.”  We 

are a people accustomed to death.  We expect it wherever we turn.  What 

would it be like to watch the nightly news and not be presented with death 

in a variety of forms? Sometimes it seems that everything around us is 

somewhere along in the process of dying. Once the streets were safe, but 

that has passed and many are afraid to venture out at night.  Once our 

communities looked vibrant and alive.  Now deserted store fronts wait to 

be burned or torn down.  Nothing is what it once was.  Everything seems 

somewhere on the road to death.  But the Easter instructions present us 
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with life when death was expected and demands that we spread the news. 

That is the mark of a risen life - living with the expectation of life rather 

than death. Nothing is more important to share with a world that knows 

death so intimately. Every week we have the opportunity to replay this 

quality of the risen life.  We succeed every time we address the things we 

face and chose life over death.  We live in a time when one by one mainline 

protestant congregations have found themselves in steady decline.  It has 

been a struggle just to keep the doors open as congregations age and no 

new people come in. Sooner or later death can be expected.  The hope of 

people caught in a dying congregation is that the church will continue to 

be there until after their funeral. But a congregation following the risen life 

will not be satisfied to wait for its expected death.  It will live fearlessly 

facing the realities before it and risking all so that others might know 

God’s love presented in the resurrection of Christ.  It will risk inviting in 

the homeless.  It will live financially without fear.  It will seek ever new 

ways to spread the Good News of God’s love.  “He is not dead.  Tell others 

he is risen.”  In a world expecting death we are instructed to be the bearers 

of life and it demands that we be fearless and willing to accept the risks.

 “KNOW THAT HE IS GOING BEFORE YOU AND EXPECT 

TO SEE HIM.”  This is the final quality of the risen life.  To know that as 

we go Jesus has already been there.  Meeting Jesus is always a surprise.  

We encounter him wherever acts of love defy the forces of death.  There is 

nothing we face that Christ does not understand better than we do.  There 
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is no pain we bear that Christ has not suffered.  There is no risk for love 

that we can take that Christ has not already accepted.  His resurrection 

precedes ours.  Easter is an event we celebrate, but most importantly it 

is an event that invites us to repeat.  Christ is risen and we have been 

changed.  Christ is risen and offers us the risen life.  Do not be afraid. Face 

the realities. Expect life instead of death.  Tell others of the joy of this new 

life and expect to meet Christ along the way.  Alleluia!!!!


