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     Couple of weeks ago in the sermon, I cited some of the poetry of Mary Oliver.  

This prompted some of you to begin e-mailing me your favorite poetry.  I've 

appreciated that.  One that I received the other day is by a poet named Barbara 

Hamby and it goes like this; it's about prayer. 

 

      Falling down on your knees is the easy part, like drinking a glass of cold 

water on a hot day, the parched straw of your throat flooded, your knees hitting the 

ground like a prize fighter in the final rounds.  You're bloody, your bones are like 

iron ties, hands trembling in the dust.  What do you do with your hands?  Clasp 

them together as if you're keeping your heart between your palms, like those palms 

in a desert oasis, because that's what  you're looking for now, a place where you 

can rest.  It's been a dry ride for months, sand filling your mouth, crusting your 

half-blind eyes, and you need to speak to someone. 

 

     I mean that's what prayer is.  You need to speak to someone.  You need to speak 

to God and you'd better hope that it's a personal God.  What Paul teaches us in this 

passage that Richard read and so many others is that when we speak with God, this 

God,  it's not some vague belief that oh there is a God.  This God is not a personal 

assistant.  This God is not like an energy drink.  This God is not the enforcer of 

some moral code.  No, this God is personal.  This is the God who created 

everything, who wove you together in your mother's womb, who is as close to you 

as your heartbeat and your next breath, and this God loves you and listens to you 

and cares for you.  

 

     The Apostle Paul, the reason he wrote all this stuff, the syntax gets complicated, 

but the reason he wrote all of this is that something beyond words happened to 

him.  He was on the road to Damascus, he was persecuting Jesus and the 

Christians, and he's on that road he does not fall to his knees.  He doesn't kneel and 

seek God in prayer; no he is knocked to his knees against his own will.  The week I 

cited Mary Oliver's poetry, one of the poems I mentioned is she asked the question 

that when it comes to joining life, when it comes to waking up to the wonder of 

life, do you need a prod?  I suggested in my sermon there're some prods that wake 



you up.  Maybe it's a cancer diagnosis, maybe you get fired, maybe your spouse 

says, "I've never loved you."  Do you need a prod?  Paul needed a prod.  God 

intercepted him on his way to another place; knocked him to his knees.  And what 

Jesus says to him is amazing.  Jesus doesn't say, "Stop persecuting me.  Leave me 

alone."  No instead Jesus says, "Paul I have a task for you.  I want you to be part of 

my family.  I want you to be part of my work in the world."  All this language that 

Paul uses about righteousness and justification and faithfulness and all of this, we 

tend to get it wrong sometimes.  

      

      I recently finished sort of the definitive book on Paul's theology by a British 

theologian named N. T. Wright.  This book, I should tell you, is 1,700 pages long 

and I slogged through every page of it.  And the reason is, I am not a quitter.  After 

about a hundred pages, I knew where he was going but I finish a book.  I stay to 

the end of movies and I read the whole book.  It could have been summed up really 

in about 10 pages.  What he says in this book is fascinating.  It's that when we 

think about things like righteousness and faithfulness, we think the pressure’s on 

us.  We've got to be righteous, we've got to be faithful, we've got to believe it's up 

to us, but Wright says that's incorrect.  That what Paul is saying is that it's all about 

God's righteousness.  It's all about God's faithfulness.  It's all about God's holiness.  

God is doing a great thing in the world and that great thing that God is doing in the 

world is that God is keeping God's promises.  At creation, God promised to redeem 

all of creation and we can trust that promise.  

 

     Now I've got promises on the brain today because today is March 1, and March 

1 is for me my anniversary.  Twenty-nine years ago this very day … this is 

amazing … Lisa and I came right here.  Right, I didn't work here then, but we 

came right here and we made promises to each other.  And we've tried to keep 

those promises, although you know it's difficult at times.  I got a card for Lisa I'm 

going to give her later today and see what you think about this, if this is a good 

idea.  It says, I love you more and more with each passing day, then on the inside it 

says, despite the fact that you really got on my nerves the other day.  She should 

give that card to me.  I get on her nerves, but she's kept her promises to stay with 

me.  I mean it's hard and if you think about keeping promises … I wonder about 

this … it's that at the end of the day, aren't we defined by the promises that we 

make and keep?  We define ourselves in other ways, it's our achievements, it's how 

much money we've made, it's who we know, it's how good-looking we are, 

whatever.  I don't think it's right.  It's really that we're defined by the promises that 

we make and keep and that's what matters.  I buried a man a few years ago.  When 

the family came, we're meeting, I'm saying, "Tell me about your father."  They 

were almost apologetic, they said, "We don't have any really funny stories about 



him, he didn't do any grand thing in the world. We're not sure what's all that 

fantastic that we have to tell you."  I said, "Did you love your father?"  And they 

said, "So very much."  I said, "Why?"  And what it really boiled down to is that he 

is somebody that made and kept promises.  When he joined the church, in 

confirmation he promised that he'd be a faithful member of the church and he 

always was.  When he got married, he promised his wife that he'd be faithful to her 

and he was.  When he brought his children for baptism, he promised God that he 

would bring his children to church and he always did.  He made and kept promises.  

That is a life well lived. 

 

     However good or failing we may be at the keeping of promises, God is, above 

all else, someone who keeps promises.  And we trust in that; we trust God's 

promises.   What Wright argues in this book … and it's so important and it's so 

hard for us to get because we live in such an individualistic culture.  But Wright 

says that for Paul, and this is surely correct, is that the Apostle Paul doesn't want to 

tell you how you as an individual can get saved.  We think that's what church is 

about, right?  I'll come to church and figure out how I can have personally a 

relationship with God, how I can be saved.  But Wright says that what Paul is 

interested in is not just you as a solo person and your salvation, what Paul is about 

is how do you become a member of this family of God.  And then as a member of 

the family of God, how do we share in God's labor over all of creation to bring it 

all to redemption?  I mean it's bigger than just me and … I don't know about you 

… I get so tired of it.  In our culture, it's me, me, me, you thought it was you, but it 

wasn't you, it's me.  Me, me, me and everything's about me.  And everything, so if 

you're an advertiser, it's you, it's you.  Don't you get so weary of that?  Don't you 

want to be part of something that is bigger than you?  That's the great wonder of 

the church, we are part of something that's bigger than just me, or bigger than just 

you, we're the family of God, we're participants in this adventure that is the 

kingdom of God on this earth.  So then things that we do, this is why we're here, 

not so that I can get some spiritual nugget today.  We're part of the family of God, 

we're part of God's work.  When you make an offering, when you give to 

something like Jubilee Plus!, I mean 100 percent of that goes to missions.  Not 

many funds can say that.  You pay for the overhead otherwise, don't you?  That 

money goes to be part of God's redemptive work in the world.  It's bigger than just 

us. 

 

     This reminds me of Mr. Spock.   Leonard Nimoy has gotten a lot of attention 

over his death here the last couple of days.  When I was a child, I loved Star Trek 

but I had some ambivalent feelings about Mr. Spock.  The thing I really disliked 

about Mr. Spock is he would do that Vulcan nerve pinch thing, you know 



somebody would come up and he would just do this on their shoulder and they 

would just melt to the ground.  I wished he'd never done that because I would find 

myself at the bus stop or in the lunch line at school and some bullying kid would 

come up behind me and pinch me … oh, it hurts, stop!  I wish he'd never done the 

Vulcan nerve pinch.  But the other thing that Spock did and it's got a lot of 

attention, right, is he did this salutation thing like … everybody's trying to figure 

out can I get my fingers to work that way.  And what this is, it's really pretty 

interesting, it comes from Leonard Nimoy's Jewish childhood.  It was something 

that they learned as children.  There's a Hebrew letter that's called "shin", that's 

pronounced "shh"… we don't have that in English do we?  "Shin"  And the shin is 

a very important, theological letter in Hebrew because it's the first letter in words 

like  Shaddai, which is God Almighty.  It's the first letter in Shabbat, Sabbath, the 

holy day for God, the day of rest.  It's the first letter in Shekhinah, which is God's 

dwelling with us on earth and most importantly for today shin is the first letter in 

the word shalom.  

 

     Shalom.  The Hebrew world shalom is often translated peace, but that's just so 

wrong.  I mean, shalom, peace, is it oh you have peace of mind or oh I have peace 

in my heart, or even oh the armies aren't fighting now so we have peace.  Shalom, 

peace is … this is so interesting … it is when God's entire creation realizes its 

potential to be what God made it to be.  When there is shalom, then God's will is 

done everywhere and nobody's hungry, nobody's alone, nobody is bullied, nobody 

is left out, nobody doesn't have medical care, nobody's fighting, nobody's getting 

on each other's nerves.  There is enough for everyone.  All are included.  All are 

loved.  There is justice and it's why we as Christians get busy about all the things 

we get busy about, cause we believe in God's promise of shalom and we want to be 

part of that, so we care if somebody's hungry.  We care if there is injustice even in 

the laws of the land.  We want God's shalom to dawn.  God has incorporated us.  

God has ushered us.  God has adopted us into God's family and the challenge then 

is to begin to behave like God's family, to get on with the work of God's family.  

But it's hard, isn't it?  Cause if you look at yourself, you think I'm not able to be 

one of God's redeeming workers in the world, I'm just a guy, I'm just a person.  We 

even look at our church, as great as our church is, are we strong enough?  Are we 

great enough to be part of God's redemptive labor in all of creation?  And Paul 

anticipates this and it's why he draws an example of Abraham.  Abraham is really 

old and broken down and he looks at his body, but Paul says he did not waver, he 

still trusted God.  He looks at Sarah whose body is old and broken down.   

 

     This business of bodies getting old and broken down, it's just happening to all 

of us.  Some of you I can actually see, it's happening to you.  It's happening, if 



you're young you don't get this yet, but give it some time, it'll come.  I thought 

about it this past fall, I have some buddies from college days.  You know I grew up 

in Columbia, South Carolina.  I'm a huge Gamecock football fan and so we got 

some tickets and we decided that we would tailgate.  And as we prepared to 

tailgate we said, "We're going to be like 19-year-olds again.  We're going to be 

college guys tailgating."  We were so excited about it.  So we get to the game early 

and we put out the little tarp, we get out all of our refreshments, our chairs fold up, 

and we're going to be college guys again.  But we just failed miserably because we 

began to talk about things and we talked about things like certain medical 

professionals we've gotten to know.  So it was like, "What did your urologist say to 

you?"  And what clues did your cardiologist give you and how's your back, and we 

just had to admit total failure at tailgating.  Bunch of old men with bodies breaking 

down.  Abraham says his body's breaking down, but he still trusts God cause you 

see, it's not about us and our strengths.  In fact, God uses us best when we realize 

that we are breaking down and we can't do because it's not up to us, it is up to God.  

This is hope.  Hope is not some naïve optimism that we'll get our act together and 

be able to fix things.  No, we trust that God is working in God's world.  There is a 

great tidal wave through history despite its appearances and God is bringing, not 

just you to salvation, but God is bringing all of God's creation to God's good end.  

There will one day be shalom.  And God asks us to be part of it, to have a little 

courage, to trust in the promise and be part of that family of God that God is using. 

 

     I'll close with this, which I hope is a pretty good picture of what that looks like.  

Lisa and I couldn't work it out to get away this weekend, so last weekend we went 

away to celebrate our anniversary.  We went to Beaufort, South Carolina, which is 

one lovely place, let me tell you.  And what they have in Beaufort is they have a lot 

of old houses, old things there.  My wife, Lisa, likes old things.  This gives me 

some solace as we move forward.  So one of the old houses that we visited is at 

411 Prince Street, there in Beaufort.  It is the home of Robert Smalls and if you 

don't know who Robert Smalls is, you should find out.  He is one of the greatest 

Americans ever and here's his story.  He was born in that house on 411 Prince 

Street, beautiful antebellum home, we went to see it.  He was born as a slave in 

that house.  The house was owned by the McKees, very wealthy family there in 

Beaufort and Robert Smalls was the slave.  Mr. McKee was involved in shipping, 

boating and so Robert Smalls growing up as a slave learned a lot about shipping 

and boats and how they worked.  So when the Civil War broke out, he got this 

really gutsy idea.  He dressed up like a White ship's commander and he went, and 

there was a ship in the harbor called The Plantation, perfect name, right?  And he 

just co-opted that ship and stole it.  He just drove it right out of the harbor with his 

family onboard and they saw him and they thought he was the White captain, so 



they let him go by.  He sailed up to the Union army and he's got a white flag out so 

they don't shoot him out of the water, and he says, "I thought you'd want this ship."  

It's cool.  How cool is that?  And they gave him a big financial reward.  So after the 

war, he used that and he became a very successful businessman.  He was a 

congressman and he became really wealthy himself.  He did some amazing things 

with his wealth, for instance, he insured that every child in Beaufort got an 

education.  Now I don't mean the Black children, I mean the White children.  There 

were no schools before that and Robert Smalls made sure that everybody got an 

education there.  It's pretty cool.  Late in his life, he did something even more 

amazing.  That house on 411 Prince Street, where he'd been born as a slave, he 

took his wealth and he bought that house back.  How cool is that?  Right?  You're 

born as a slave and then you're the owner of the house.  And the McKee family, 

they're interesting because like many wealthy Southerners after the Civil War, they 

fell on hard times.  When Mr. McKee died, Mrs. McKee was totally destitute, she 

had nothing at all.  Robert Smalls went and found her and brought her into his 

home, and had her live there.  When she got sick, she was sick for a long time at 

the end of her life, he personally took care of her.  It's pretty amazing.  Took care 

of her until she died.  I have a friend who is a historian at Clemson and, let me say 

that despite that, he's a really smart guy.  He said that after the Civil War, Robert 

Smalls had made such a name for himself, he's doing such amazing things.  And 

someone was commenting on him and said, "Robert Smalls is the greatest man that 

ever lived."  And the person that heard it said, "What about Jesus?"  The guy said, 

"Oh yeah, well Jesus.  Well, you have to remember Robert Smalls was still young."  

Think about that.  Robert Smalls was still young, like he's done so many things, 

he's not Jesus yet, but he's still young.  He's got some time. 

 

     My brothers and sisters, you and I, you've got some time even if you're old like 

I am or older than I am, you're not as old as Abraham.  You're not as old as Sarah.  

They had some time.  We have time to be more like Jesus, to trust his promises.  It 

just takes a little courage.  It takes a little faith.  It takes the liberating joy to say I'm 

part of something bigger than just me.  I am tired of just being about me, me, me.  I 

want to be part of this larger adventure that is the kingdom of God on this earth.  

God has made promises to restore not just you and me, but all of God's creation 

and our great privilege.  Our purpose for being here is to be a part of that and the 

family of God.  What a privilege, what a delight.  Thanks be to God. 

 

 

 
 

 



 

 

 

 
 


