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HEARTFELT 

We live in a world where we have the possibility of seeing tragic situations throughout much of the world.  This 

is new in the human experience, to be able to know to some extent what is happening in Syria, Yemen, 

Afghanistan, North Korea, South Sudan, Somalia, and Venezuela.  We have the ability, if we want to learn about 

the hell of opioid addiction or what is happening in the prisons of our own country.  You may have heard the 

saying, “There but for the grace of God, go I.”  It derives from a 16th century British Protestant reformer named 

John Bradford, who saw some criminals on their way to being executed and remarked, “There but for the grace of 

God goes John Bradford.”  It was a way of noting common human vulnerabilities that are shared with others that 

might be viewed as being less blessed because of their situation.  Ironically, John Bradford was later martyred for 

his faith, burned at the stake during a time that lacked religious tolerance. 1 I have to wonder if someone saw his 

plight and said, “There but for the grace of God, go I.”  Yet, from his statements, it seems clear that even in his 

premature death, John Bradford did not view himself as being beyond the reach of God‟s grace.   

It was nearly four centuries later, that Charles Lindbergh sighted the southern tip of Ireland at the conclusion of 

the first solo trans-Atlantic flight in 1927.  In doing so he recorded this thought: “One senses only through 

change, appreciates only after absence.  I haven‟t been far enough away to know the earth before.  For 25 years 

I‟ve lived on it, and yet not seen it till this moment…. I‟ve flown over it without realizing what wonder lay 

below, what crystal clarity – snow white foam on black rock shores – curving hill above its valley – the 

hospitality of little  houses – the welcome of waving arms.  During my entire life I‟ve accepted these gifts of 

God…. and not known what was mine until this moment.  It‟s like rain after drought; spring after a northern 

winter.  I‟ve been to eternity and back.  I know how the dead would feel to live again.” 2  

During the better part of twelve years I have had the great privilege of being the pastor of this congregation, my 

faith has not been tested to the extent of those many who are caught in tragedy, or who experience oppression, or 

who risk their very lives to try to accomplish something.  I am a person who is filled with gratitude this day.  I 

would hope that when any of us feels a sense of gratitude, that its origin is not in seeing the dire situation of 

others as compared to our own.  Like Charles Lindbergh, we don‟t always recognize the gifts of God to us in our 

life‟s journeys until some extraordinary moment.  I have been blessed to have had many extraordinary moments, 

many expressions of God‟s grace during the time I‟ve been with you.  I have not publicly articulated my gratitude 

to God or to you frequently enough.   

It was from a jail cell that the Apostle Paul expressed his gratitude for the Philippians.  Perhaps he felt it more 

intensely because he was separated from that congregation that he viewed as those who had “shared in the 

gospel” with him.  As I anticipate being separated from you because of a new call to serve God in another place, I 

feel very grateful for many things this day.   

From the start, you welcomed Nancy, Grace, Jordan, and me into your hearts and into this congregation, which 

has been a home base for more than half of my children‟s lives.  When we came here, home prices were at their 

highest, and we could not afford to buy a home in the area, so the Session and congregation in essence bought 

half of the house and we bought half so we could live in some proximity to the church and the rest of the 

congregation.  You did not push a specified pastor‟s spouse agenda upon Nancy, but allowed her to participate 

where she most wanted, for which I am thankful.  Grace and Jordan were both confirmed here and their faith was 

informed by a congregation that demonstrated care and concern for them, and taught them in word and deed how 

to be people of faith and compassion.  I am thankful for their Sunday school teachers and leaders of their youth 

and choir experience, and for all who took interest in them and others who were growing up in this congregation. 

I am thankful for the way this congregation has lived out its dedication and generosity.  Volunteers here are the 

way this congregation has the vibrant ministry it does.  I am grateful for those who worked in partnership to 



increase our outreach and visibility efforts so that the rich experiences of community here at Warner would no 

longer be the best kept secret in the area and I delight in those who have become a newer part of the faith 

community here.  I have been enriched by those who challenged this congregation to grow in its expressions of 

compassion, particularly in the increase in our food ministry, adding the food barrel and garden and grocery cards 

and support of Rainbow Place locally, as well as nourishment programs in Congo to the established two cents a 

meal practices.  It has been a joy to work alongside many of you on mission trips in serving people who were 

struck by hurricanes or tornadoes or were caught in economically depressed areas and you refrained from making 

fun of the long list of construction activities this pastor struggles to do.  We‟ve made it through a boiler that 

flamed up on an Ash Wednesday and through a flood that spread through the building from a spewing pipe on the 

third floor, with the responses moving the building toward a more functional and ministry-friendly form.  You 

raised yourselves and others to a higher level when the buttons got pushed to go forward with the elevator tower 

and other projects to make this a more functional and beautiful base for ministry.  Both new and experienced 

groups of officers have said „yes‟ to the partnership of ministry here.  You have responded to the context in which 

we live by becoming a creation care congregation and through creative partnerships with the KenGar and 

Ministerium congregations. 

You have joined with me in finding and supporting the quality staff that has enabled ministry here.  You have 

participated in rich worship and an inspirational music ministry here.  You have been gracious, attentive, and 

responsive toward me as a preacher and worship leader.  I am thankful for the educational opportunities we‟ve 

had to study and discuss scripture and faith issues.  We have grown toward exhibiting the radical welcome of 

Jesus Christ during these years, for which I am very thankful. 

We have given thanks to God together in this place for the inspirational lives of those who lived out their faith 

and completed their baptism and you have cared for and supported those who have suffered loss or were ill along 

the way.  I‟m grateful for the meals shared to express the care of the congregation, the meals shared in fellowship, 

and the table fellowship with God and with one another celebrated in the context of worship. It has been a great 

privilege to serve as your pastor and it is deeply meaningful to me that many of you have entrusted me to walk 

with you during the joys and challenges of your lives.  I am thankful for your patience and kindness even in those 

areas where we didn‟t accomplish everything we were hoping to.  I am grateful there is much more that should be 

listed than I have time to list today. 

I am thankful for all the ways this congregation has experienced, reflected, and embodied God‟s grace.  By the 

grace of God, I was called to come serve here.  I have been sustained by that grace throughout my time here.  

Reliant on that grace, the Lawrence Hills will move to a different context, with a confidence that God‟s grace will 

continue to be with you here in our absence.   

As you begin to face a new time of transition, I am thankful that I can once again entrust you to God‟s watchful 

care.  I am confident that God has exciting and new possibilities in store for Warner in your life and ministry.  

And I join with the Apostle Paul in his prayer for the Philippians that I make my prayer for you, “that your love 

may overflow more and more with knowledge and full insight to help you to determine what is best, so that in the 

day of Christ you may be pure and blameless, having produced the harvest of righteousness that comes through 

Jesus Christ for the glory and praise of God.”  Many look at a tragic situation and say, “There but for the grace of 

God, go I.”  May those who encounter the life and ministry of Warner Memorial be inclined to say, “There they 

know the grace of God, and I‟d like to go with them.”  All thanks be unto the One who is and ever will be your 

and my Creator, Redeemer, and Sustainer.  Amen. 
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