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We are just over 80 hours into what is called 2015.  Many people make resolutions at the 
beginning of a new year and some of you may have already given up on the resolutions you 
made.  But each new year is a fitting time to think about what has transpired and to wonder 
about what the coming year will bring.  It is also a time to reflect on whether it would make 
sense for us to try to do things a bit differently.   

Barbara Brown Taylor, a college and seminary professor, who lives in a rural part of 
northern Georgia, reflects on where she lives in her book entitled “An Altar in the World.”  
She writes, “When I first moved to the land where I live, I shared it with a herd of cows.  The 
first thing I noticed about them was that they were pure white.  The second thing I noticed 
was how predictable they were.  With a hundred acres at their disposal, they had worn 
narrow paths across those acres to their favorite watering holes, shady spots, and clover 
patches.  When they wanted to get from one of those places to another, they lined up single 
file and followed the tracks they had made across vast expanses of pasture.  Some of these 
tracks were no more than eight inches wide, which is about one-fourth the width of a cow.  
Yet the cows knew exactly where to put their feet, even without looking.” 

She continues: “Since I soon found myself following those same tracks when I walked the 
land, I think I understand something about why the cows use them.  In most cases, the 
tracks mark the shortest route from point A to point B.  Where they do not, that is because 
the cows have found ways to get where they are going without expending too many 
calories.  In these cases, the tracks avoid both steep climbs and dicey descents, choosing 
long stretches under leafy tree lines wherever possible.” 

She writes a bit about how the paths allow the cows to unthinkingly head toward their 
destination.  And then she adds, “I am convinced that this is normal human behavior, which 
means that something extra is needed to override (this cow path practice).  Why override 
it?  Because once you leave the cow path, the unpredictable territory is full of life.  True, you 
cannot always see where you are putting your feet.  This means you can no longer afford to 
stay unconscious.  You can no longer count on the heat-down red dirt path making all of 
your choices for you.  Leaving it you agree to make you own choices for a spell.  You agree to 
become aware of each step you take, tuning all of your senses to exactly where you are and 
exactly what you are doing.” The author then goes on to describe some of the wonders she 
discovers when she gets off the beaten path like wild blue iris or the round bed in the tall 
grass where the doe sleeps with her twin fawns at night, as well as the wonders she 
discovers when she departs her routine behaviors when she is away from the field adjacent 
to where she lives. 1 

This cow path imagery resonated with me because I recognize that there are many people 
who think of religion as trying to follow the same well-worn paths that others have forged 
in hopes of getting to a desired destination.  But our passage from the Gospel of John speaks 
of a God who after sending different leaders and prophets to guide the covenant people 
decided to depart from what was becoming a well-worn path, sending instead God’s own 
word in the form of human flesh in the person of Jesus.  This opened the opportunity for 
humanity to relate not just to the laws and commandments of God, but to God’s own self.  



From the fullness of this Jesus, John tells his audience, “we have all received grace upon 
grace.”  That grace helps us to understand that God doesn’t just want our good behavior; 
God wants us.  And the grace God offers enables us to not be afraid to move off our beaten 
paths just a bit in order to explore the wonders God puts around, among, and within us.  It 
is also grace that allows us to experience God not just as someone who tells us what to do, 
but as Someone who loves us and invites us to love in return.  It is grace that shows us how 
to refuse to follow society’s well-worn cow path that takes the easy way that doesn’t really 
lead anywhere.     

George Ritchie was a medical doctor who entered Germany as the Second World War was 
ending in order to get medical help to those who had been in concentration camps during 
the war.  He had seen a lot of different medical conditions before, but seeing the effects of 
slow starvation, where many had died a little bit at a time over a period of years was quite 
difficult to see.  And many died in spite of being given food and medicine their bodies so 
needed.  Dr. Ritchie described how emotionally difficult his medical duties became as he 
worked with men who had suffered such deprivation.   

But then he came upon a former prisoner who was Polish.  His name was difficult to 
pronounce, but he had a long handlebar mustache like an old western hero, so American 
soldiers referred to him as Wild Bill Cody.  He was one of the inmates of the concentration 
camp, but obviously he hadn’t been there long: his posture was erect, his eyes bright, his 
energy strong.  Since he was fluent in English, French, German and Russian, as well as 
Polish, he became a kind of unofficial camp translator.  Ritchie and others used him as they 
tried to figure out where former prisoners were from.  Wild Bill worked with them fifteen 
and sixteen hours a day, showing no signs of weariness.  While all around him were 
drooping with fatigue, he seemed to gain strength.  His compassion for his fellow-prisoners 
glowed on his face, and Ritchie was attracted to that glow when his own spirits were low.  
The doctor was astonished to learn upon examining Wild Bill’s papers that he had been in 
the concentration camp for six years, living on the same starvation diet, sleeping in the 
same disease-ridden barracks as everyone else, but seemingly without physical or mental 
deterioration.   What’s more, every group in the camp looked to him as a friend.  He was the 
one to whom quarrels between inmates were brought for arbitration, which was important 
work because some of the prisoners hated one other almost as much as they did the 
Germans. 

As for the Germans, feelings against them ran so high that in some of the camps liberated 
earlier, former prisoners had seized guns, run into the nearest village and simply shot the 
first Germans they saw.  Wild Bill was a great asset in discouraging such retribution, 
reasoning with the different groups, counseling forgiveness.  In a conversation with the 
former prisoner, Dr. Ritchie told him, “It’s not easy for some of them to forgive, so many of 
them have lost members of their families.”  This man called Wild Bill then shared some of 
his own story.  “We lived in the Jewish section of Warsaw, my wife, our two daughters, and 
our three little boys.  When the Germans reached our street they lined everyone against a 
wall and opened up with machine guns.  I begged to be allowed to die with my family, but 
because I spoke German they put me in a work group.” 

He paused, as he thought about his wife and children. Then he continued, “I had to decide 
right then whether to let myself hate the soldiers who had done this.  It was an easy 
decision, really.  I was a lawyer.  In my practice I had seen too often what hate could do to 
people’s minds and bodies.  Hate had just killed the six people who mattered most to me in 



the world.  I decided then that I would spend the rest of my life, whether it was a few days 
or many years, loving every person I came in contact with.”  Ritchie decided that grace 
which enabled such love was what had kept this man doing so well in the face of such 
deprivation. 2  

I dare say that during 2015, you and I will be more likely to encounter a few cow paths than 
the trauma of a concentration camp, but whatever we face, there is a God who has come to 
us, bringing grace upon grace.  Many of you were here for one of our Christmas Eve 
services, which concluded with us holding lit candles as we sang “Silent Night” and “Joy to 
the World,” the latter concluding with these words:                                                                                                      
He rules the world with truth and grace 
And makes the nations prove 
The glories of His righteousness 
And wonders of His love 
And wonders of His love 
And wonders and wonders of His love. 3  

Who knows what we may encounter in this coming year.  But we can rest assured that it 
will be possible for us to experience God’s rule carried out with such grace and truth that 
we encounter anew the glories of God’s righteousness and the wonders of God’s love.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1Barbara Brown Taylor, An Altar in the World: A Geography of Faith, HarperCollins, 2009, 
pp. 69-71.   

2George G. Ritchie, Return from Tomorrow, Fleming H. Revell, 1978, pp. 113-116.        

3Text of “Joy to the World,” by Isaac Watts, 1719. 

 


