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Faithful 

Reading from the Gospels: Luke 2:22-40 

Perhaps my greatest regret in ministry is not having the 

opportunity and sometimes not taking the opportunity to immerse 

myself in your stories. That may be due to the fact that calendars don’t 

pause, deadlines don’t relent, my brain tends toward sluggishness 

anyway, and your lives are no less busy than mine; not to mention the 

reality of what one colleague called “the relentless return of the 

Sabbath.” Yet, if Buechner was correct and one’s calling is most often 

discovered at the intersection of gift and need, I think that maybe my 

truest calling would be to hear your life stories, to write them down, and 

to tell them so that the world may know what I believe to be true, that 

you matter and that one of the most powerful ways God speaks to us is 

through the shared narratives of our lives.  

As it is, if your life is a novel, at best I am only able to capture the 

teaser on the inside of the book jacket, and I am left frustrated because 

I want to know more. There is so much to be mined from these stories: 

wisdom, important cautionary tales, truth, pathos, strength, comfort, 

instruction, inspiration, a challenge to do better, be better, etc. 
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Now and then I’ll hear hints of your story but schedules, 

distractions, or busyness, prevent me from digging deeper into the 

story. So, I’ll make a mental note that I would like to return to the story 

as you would a favorite television series, but for some reason, the return 

doesn’t get to happen before the must-do list crowds out the grace of 

relaxed conversations on the back porch. 

There is so much to be learned from one another. No, I’m not 

talking about the self-designated family know-it-all. Nor, am I talking 

about that person who takes the question, How are you doing? as an 

invitation to a soliloquy of grievances against the world. It’s like Frank 

Costanza has dragged you into his Festivus party. Rather, I’m talking of 

the wisdom gained and perspective recalibrated in hearing the life 

experiences of others. 

Prior to coming to SMPC, we lived in Morganton, NC where I 

served First Presbyterian. One of our members there was a dentist 

whose practice was unlike that of most other dentists. You see, Doug 

was the dentist for the State Mental Hospital located in Morganton. On 

my best day, going to the dentist looms as a harrowing encounter. So, I 

cannot imagine what emotions would terrorize me were my spirit 
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already broken and my mind already waging civil war. Yet, Doug was 

so even keeled and gentle in manner, and I know I would have learned 

so much about humanity and compassion and strength just in learning 

more about his experiences at the intersection of dentistry and mental 

illness.  

In that same church was a respected judge who I learned was 

severely wounded by a shell blast and captured by the Germans in the 

days following the Normandy Invasion. He was held for nearly a year as 

a P.O.W. The only thing that saved him from certain death was the fact 

that he was fluent in French, and thus was used as a translator by the 

Germans in a French hospital. His future bride, in the earliest days of 

the war was among the children and youth who had been evacuated 

from London during the blitz. By the end of the war she was a nurse, 

and would happen to have as a patient a certain recently released 

American P.O.W.  

I was able to hear some of their stories, but just enough to 

understand there was so much more to be learned from them. I would 

have loved for my sons to hear their stories, knowing how those stories 

would broaden their worldview and deepen their understanding of what 
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one of our confessions observes, “Life is a gift to be received with 

gratitude, and a task to be pursued with courage.”  

Such stories surround us and there is great wisdom gained in 

listening to one another’s stories. That is the grace of living in 

community. Do you have fears about the path toward which your 

children may veer, or the illnesses and accidents they may encounter?  

Take a look around. You are not the first to have these fears or even to 

have such fears realized and endured.  

Has there been a rupture in your family system? A separation? A 

fractious family conflict? Take a look around. You are not alone. 

Burdens borne. Suffering endured. Crises faced. There is wisdom, 

counsel, and solidarity to be mined from one another’s life experiences. 

Waylaid by a doctor’s diagnosis? Laid off for the first time? 

Swaddling your first newborn? Your nervous smile masks the fact that 

you are truly freaking out over what you’re supposed to do with it now? 

Look around. There’s no shortage of parenting experience that covers 

the widest range of parent/child issues, just as there are always others 

who have encountered the health issues, career issues, and whatever 
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other issues you are up against. And where there isn’t, there are caring 

hands to hold yours as you step into the challenges before you. 

Think about it, when Mary found out she was pregnant, what did 

she do? She went “with haste” to see Elizabeth who was a few cars in 

front of Mary on the pregnancy train. We were never meant to face life 

alone. That’s why Christ gave us the church. 

So when Jesus was born to Mary and Joseph, they took Jesus to 

Jerusalem to the temple to participate in the rituals laid out by Moses 

centuries before. Just as with Chelsea, Steven, and Dylan today, they 

came to the place of worship and community, understanding that 

something has come into their lives, in this case the birth of a child, 

something that is bigger than they are, something that can’t be 

controlled with a spreadsheet or managed with a phone app; something 

with the capacity to pierce their hearts as with a sword and something 

that will certainly take them on a roller coaster ride of terrifying falls 

and exultant rises.  

Such rituals provide us the opportunity to remember once again or 

realize for the first time that God is God and we most certainly are not. 
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I love the moment in the Exodus narrative following the golden calf 

incident when Moses clearly understood that the journey ahead was 

much larger than his skill set, and so he bluntly stated to the God of the 

Israelites, “If your presence will not go, do not carry us up from here.” 

Mary and Joseph take their child to temple, to church, and though 

the ritual may seem perfunctory to some, a mere check the box 

formality, the power of the ritual lies not in trappings of the rite, be it a 

pigeon, a lamb, or a bowl with water, but in the meaning at the root of 

the ritual: We are the children of a life-gifting God for whom life is 

primarily realized through mercy and community.  As William Sloane 

Coffin observed, “There is no smaller package in the world than a man 

all wrapped up in himself.” 

Mary and Joseph bring their child to temple, to church where 

wisdom and grace are revealed through two faithful saints who have 

faithfully waited for the promise revealed in this new life and through 

whose wisdom Mary and Joseph quickly realized what I pray you too 

may realize: that more people than we know have an investment in 

those we love.  
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Soon after our first child was born, we took him to a shower the 

church had planned for him. It was his first visit to church and as soon 

as we entered the door we immediately understood that Noah was not 

just our child. It was like the Beatles had just arrived in America. Our 

child was most certainly their child, too. And though we have moved 

twice and served two different congregations since then, this has never 

ceased to be true.  

One of our greatest comforts we have in life is the knowledge that 

our children are your children. When you ask what they’re up to, it is 

clear to us that you are actually interested, that you truly want to know 

for you have an investment in them. They are yours. I can’t tell you how 

that truth sustains us. Many of you have expressed the same about 

your own children, the power of knowing that others are invested in 

your children, the peace of knowing your children feel at home here, the 

grace of knowing they are embraced here and bathed in the wisdom and 

care of others, the comfort of knowing that you are not facing the 

curves, hills, and valleys of your journey alone. 

Today we have witnessed this truth in action. Assisting in the 

baptism was Sarah Godbey, who grew up in this church, who you 
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helped to raise, teaching her in Vacation Bible School, traveling with 

her on youth group activities and trips, welcoming her when she came 

home from college, and now supporting her as she pursues her own call 

to ministry. I know that her prayer would be that Dylan may experience 

such grace wherever he may live, wherever he may go. 

This week, we will welcome two new children to our family, 

Adeline and Oliver Bayer. What a joy it is to know what they will 

experience here, because I know who you are and how you will embrace 

them. 

You know when Christmas arrived for me this year?  It was right 

here during the morning service on Christmas Eve.  As the story of the 

Nativity was creatively expressed, that precious preschooler Clara 

Guzman, accompanied by her personally selected high school assistant 

Zoe Rossouw, confidently walked forward and piece by piece carefully 

arranged her personal and hauntingly beautiful nativity display on the 

Lord’s Table. Clara was so meticulous in her determination to ensure 

the pieces of the creche were placed appropriately in the scene. When 

all was in place, Clara and Zoe came back to their pew and shared a fist 

bump. For me, that was Christmas. You have claimed Clara as God’s 
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own and your own, and one of the most important graces that occurs 

here is when a child understands that this is home. Over the past 13 

years, I think I’ve seen Zoe play every part in the annual nativity; I’ve 

listened as she gifted the congregation with her musical gifts; I watched 

her grow to be a beautiful person with great compassion and a profound 

passion for justice in our broken world. These are God’s children and 

these are your children and it is because of God’s grace along with your 

consistent guidance, care, and embrace that I have hope, not just for 

their future, but for ours as well.  

I love that tense moment when Moses challenged God, “If your 

presence will not go, do not carry us up from here.” In a way, Joseph 

and Mary’s trip to the temple and their encounters there with Simeon 

and Anna testify to the truth that Moses need not have fretted, for we 

will never have to face this world alone. With God’s grace and one 

another, we walk into God’s future with hope. Amen.    


