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6They went through the region of Phrygia and Galatia, having been forbidden by 
the Holy Spirit to speak the word in Asia. 7When they had come opposite Mysia, they 
attempted to go into Bithynia, but the Spirit of Jesus did not allow them; 8so, passing by 
Mysia, they went down to Troas. 9During the night Paul had a vision: there stood a man 
of Macedonia pleading with him and saying, "Come over to Macedonia and help us." 
10When he had seen the vision, we immediately tried to cross over to Macedonia, being 
convinced that God had called us to proclaim the good news to them. 

11We set sail from Troas and took a straight course to Samothrace, the following 
day to Neapolis, 12and from there to Philippi, which is a leading city of the district of 
Macedonia and a Roman colony. We remained in this city for some days. 13On the 
sabbath day we went outside the gate by the river, where we supposed there was a 
place of prayer; and we sat down and spoke to the women who had gathered there. 14A 
certain woman named Lydia, a worshiper of God, was listening to us; she was from the 
city of Thyatira and a dealer in purple cloth. The Lord opened her heart to listen eagerly 
to what was said by Paul. 15When she and her household were baptized, she urged us, 
saying, "If you have judged me to be faithful to the Lord, come and stay at my home." 
And she prevailed upon us. 
 

It has been almost a year since I last stood in this pulpit on a Sunday morning 

and beheld all of you good looking people. I must tell you that I have greatly 

enjoyed my promotion from the pulpit to the pew and have gotten quite accustomed 

to my seat in the back, both in the sanctuary and in the chapel. After over four 

decades of parish ministry, I love being a part of a congregation again. I can sit with 

my family, I don't have to lip synch when I sing, and if a particular sermon inspires 

me to deep meditation, I don't have to open my eyes until the communion hymn. I 

have been particularly longing for this Sunday, because we have an outstanding 

new senior minister and his wonderful family, and I am grateful beyond words that 

they are here. I don't know if there's anyone, with the possible exceptions of Cheryl 

and Josh, who is as grateful as I am. How the Bender family—Mark, Jodi, Abby 

and Chelsea—came to this place at this time is a tale for them to tell, though I 
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suspect there were some doors that unexpectedly closed and one in particular that 

suddenly opened wide. I do know that the faithful servants who made up the search 

ministry put in long, long hours of toil, and prayed many prayers that God would 

reveal whom God wanted to be here. 

A couple of weeks ago, my good friend Paul Goodrich was preaching here. 

He talked about how he remembered his first service in every church he served. I 

do, too. It began when we received a very gracious phone call from David Gately, 

the Chair of the Search Committee, in the fall of 2000, and culminated when my 

son Jonathan and I joined the church on Laity Sunday, January 28, 2001. My 

daughter Caitlin and her mother were finishing out the school year in Kentucky, and 

my son Eric was commencing basic training at Fort Benning in Georgia, so it was 

just Jon and me that day. But we immediately felt the love and kindness of this 

church family, and have felt it ever since. Ted Lauck preached in the chapel that 

morning, and Tom Crane in the sanctuary. Tom received us into membership. My 

first sermon as Senior Minister was given on February 4, 2001. I specifically 

remember making a promise to the congregation that day. The promise was that I 

would make mistakes—that I would do and say things I would regret saying and 

doing, and that I would fail to do things I should have done. I kept that promise 

again and again. I also said that in those instances I would rely upon the correction 

and the forgiveness of the congregation. And I always received it. 

Fairly often, when I served here, I would step outside the office just to look at 

the rows of ministers whose photographs occupy the wall across from the parlor, a 

line of pastors extending back to 1890. I used to wonder how they would have 

responded to some issue or some new crisis. That was especially the case after the 

giants in the gold frames, John Muir and Brent Stratten returned to the Lord, and 
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even more so when my pastor, Jim Zug, joined their company. I knew that someday 

there would be a new photograph on the wall next to mine to signify the line of 

succession, and there were many times I longed for the coming of that day. I am 

grateful that that day has arrived. Charles DeGaulle once observed, "The cemeteries 

are full of indispensable men." That's true. All of us may be missed, but none of us 

is indispensable. Every minister is ultimately just an interim. But the things that are 

meant to endure, endure. The Church of Jesus Christ on earth endures, because, 

whatever the circumstance, whatever the trial, the Holy Spirit continues to call forth 

new disciples—those who follow—as well as new apostles—those who are sent 

forth. I am so grateful the Lord sent his apostle Mark and his family to our 

fellowship. 

Our scripture today concerns Paul, the greatest of all the apostles. Paul had not 

been one of Jesus' original disciples; in fact, he was at first a notorious persecutor of 

the earliest Christians. Paul first appears in scripture holding the coats of those who 

stoned Stephen, the first Christian martyr, to death in Jerusalem. Stephen was 

stoned for the alleged sin of blasphemy, for declaring that Jesus—who died a 

horrible death on a cross, the kind of death Rome reserved for the worst of the 

worst—to not only have been resurrected from the dead, but to be the very Son of 

God. Paul next appears "still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of 

the Lord," when he procured an arrest warrant from the high priest in the Temple 

for any disciple of Jesus found in the synagogue in Damascus. On the road to 

Damascus, he was knocked from his mount, rendered blind, and heard the voice of 

the resurrected Jesus calling him by name and asking, "Why do you persecute me?" 

Paul was nursed back to health and sight and into faith by a Christian named 

Ananias. Over time, Paul grew in wisdom and understanding and did more to 
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evangelize on behalf of Jesus Christ than any apostle before or since. His particular 

mission field was among the Gentiles, the non-Jews. He sometimes met with the 

original apostles, the ones who had been commissioned by Jesus himself. 

Sometimes they agreed with Paul, and sometimes there were sharp differences. At 

various times, Paul had issues with both Peter and with James, the brother of Jesus. 

Over the years, in his missionary journeys, Paul was stoned, whipped, threatened, 

robbed, imprisoned, shipwrecked and eventually executed. The Lord never made it 

easy for him. He had wanted to evangelize the part of the world he knew best, Asia 

Minor, which we know today as Turkey. Paul was originally from there, from a 

town called Tarsus. He had never been to Europe and he had no particular desire to 

go there, because to get to Europe, he would have to get on a ship and traverse the 

sea. Paul was a landlubber who evidently liked familiar places. There were routes 

he knew, cities with which he was familiar. There was always a market for his 

handmade tents. He had acquired good traveling companions in Silas and Timothy 

and, probably, a young physician named Luke. Paul was headed back to familiar 

territory, to Asia Minor, to proclaim the Gospel of Jesus Christ, when something 

strange happened. Today's scripture says "he was forbidden by the Holy Spirit to 

preach the word in Asia," which is to say Asia Minor. That's a pretty big door the 

Holy Spirit closed. So Paul and his fellow evangelists worked their way 

northwestward through the regions of Phrygia and Galatia. Incidentally, today's 

scripture contains a lot of place names that may mean nothing to us, but would have 

to the ones who knew where those places were. In the same way, the names 

"Wichita Falls" and "Burkburnett" and "Iowa Park" may mean a lot to us, but not to 

someone in Bangladesh or Singapore. Paul wanted to go into the region of Bithynia, 

on the south coast of the Black Sea, but the scripture says "the Spirit of Jesus" did 
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not allow him to. By this time, Paul was probably thinking, "What is this, Lord? 

Why are all these familiar doors I should be going through—these places where I 

already know the terrain and the people and their ways—why are these doors closed 

to me?" Paul's traveling companions must have started wondering if they had made 

a bad bet linking up with this crazy evangelist, who said the Lord wouldn't let him 

go here and wouldn't let him go there. They kept working their way along the 

coastline until, many hundreds of miles from when they first started, they finally got 

to a little town on the eastern side of the Aegean Sea called Troas. That night, Paul 

had a vision of someone saying, "Come to Macedonia, and help us." In other words, 

get on a boat and cross the sea in order to get to where the Lord wants you to be. It's 

easy to imagine a landlubber like Paul not liking that idea very much. But that's not 

all. Macedonia had been the homeland of Alexander the Great. Alexander the Great 

had once conquered the Jews and his successor Antiochus had desecrated the 

Temple in Jerusalem, which led to a vast uprising called the Maccabean War, in 

which tens of thousands of Jews were slaughtered. Years later, the Jews of Judea 

still bore a deep animus against the Greeks of Macedonia, despite the fact that 

Greek had become almost a universal language in the West—sort of like English is 

today—and Paul was fluent in it. But to get to Macedonia? Crossing the sea was not 

a pleasure cruise. It meant leaving one continent—Asia—for a whole different 

continent, Europe. 

I once heard Dr. Pablo Jimenez talk about this scripture. He envisioned Paul 

having this dialogue with the Lord: 

"Lead me, Lord. Where do you want me to go? 

"Macedonia." 
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"How about Athens? We could begin by going to Athens, which is the most 

important city of Greece." 

"Macedonia." 

"Well, how about Corinth? That is a cosmopolitan city with plenty of Jewish people 

ready to hear about Jesus, the Messiah." 

"Macedonia." 

"I do not want to go to Macedonia. That's Alexander's homeland." 

"Macedonia." 

"They murdered and enslaved your people." 

"Macedonia." 

"I do not want to preach salvation to the sons and daughters of those murderers." 

"Macedonia." 

"For all I care, they can burn in hell." 

"Macedonia, Paul, Macedonia." 

So Paul and his colleagues got on a ship in Asia, and got off it in Europe. 

They made their way to a city called Philippi. On the Sabbath, they found a 

synagogue outside the city, and talked to the women who were gathered around it. 

One of them was a Gentile, a God-fearer, named Lydia. She sold purple cloth, a 

luxury good, which meant she was probably well off. In response to what Paul and 

the others told her about Jesus, she and her family were baptized. Lydia was the 

first recorded Christian in Europe. She also brought her household to Christ, which 

makes her the first western evangelist. We are here today as Christians in large 

measure because the Lord opened the door for Paul to bring the Gospel to where 

Lydia was. Because the Gospel was brought to those Gentiles in Europe, it was 

eventually brought here to the Americas, in the fullness of time. 
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Years later, when he was in prison and not long before he was executed by the 

Emperor Nero, Paul wrote a letter to the congregation in Philippi. Of all his epistles 

in the New Testament, the one to the Philippians is the most affectionate. He wrote, 

"I thank my God every time I remember you, constantly praying with joy in every 

one of my prayers for all of you, because of your sharing in the gospel from the first 

day until now." He talked about his life before Christ had claimed him and changed 

him. He described how he was "...a member of the people of Israel, of the tribe of 

Benjamin, a Hebrew born of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a 

persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the law, blameless...Yet 

whatever gains I had, these I have come to regard as loss because of 

Christ....because Christ Jesus has made me his own." Paul's life wasn't what it 

thought it would be. Despite the hardships of being an apostle for Christ, it was 

better. 

All the doors Paul wanted to go through had been closed. One he hadn't 

wanted to go through was wide open. Often in our lives, we will wonder about the 

purposes of God, and question why some doors we want to go through seem nailed 

shut, and other doors we don't want to go through keep getting flung open. It all 

comes down to the purposes of God. 

For surely I know the plans I have for you, says the Lord, plans for your 

welfare and not for harm, to give you a future with hope. Then when you call upon 

me and pray to me, I will hear. When you search for me, you will find me; if you 

seek with all your heart, I will let you find me, says the Lord. [Jeremiah 29.11-14a]. 

*** 

Yesterday, I watched the funeral service for John McCain, one of the bravest 

and most honorable public servants America has ever produced. Please, dear God, 
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as you have in all the years of our country's life, grant us more such servants. It was 

striking to behold all of those in attendance at the National Cathedral, and to hear 

all of those who spoke. Many of those present had engaged in fierce political battles 

with McCain, and two of the speakers, George W. Bush and Barack Obama, had 

defeated him in his quest for the Presidency. Now, they were sitting side by side in 

respect and reverence in order to honor McCain's life and to hear proclaimed the 

resurrection through Christ. And where was that place where the old arguments 

were left behind, where there were no political divisions, where there was no 

dividing aisle between Republicans and Democrats, between conservatives and 

progressives? Where was that place? It was a house of God. Where are we now? 

We are in a house of God, where our sinful, broken selves, nonetheless bearing the 

imprint of our Creator, stand revealed before Jesus Christ, our Lord and Savior, 

who out of love died for us. If the Church was only a human institution, we sinful 

human beings would have destroyed it long ago. If the Church was only a clerical 

institution, if its witness depended solely on its priests and ordained ministers, it 

would have been reduced to a dishonored historical footnote a thousand years ago. 

But still the Church of Jesus Christ on earth stands, generation to generation, a 

place of refuge in a gathering storm, a place of redemption that reminds us that we 

are more than the sum of our worst instincts, that by the power of the Holy Spirit 

and the support of our brothers and sisters in Christ, we can be braver, stronger, 

wiser and far more loving than we could ever be on our own. 

One day, an elderly couple was stopped at a traffic light. In front of their car 

was an old pickup truck, the kind that still had bench seating. There was a young 

couple in the truck, and the elderly couple behind them observed them while they 

waited for the light to change. The young driver's left hand was on the steering 
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wheel and his right arm was around his young girlfriend's shoulder. Her head was 

nestled in his neck. Periodically, they would turn and give each other a little 

smooch. The more of this behavior the old husband observed, the madder he got. 

He said to his wife, "Look at those two! He should be paying attention to driving. 

What's the matter with these young people today?" When the light turned green, and 

the young driver in the truck didn't notice because he was too engrossed in 

something his girl was saying, the old driver leaned on his horn and yelled. Startled, 

the young driver drove his truck through the intersection, but the light was already 

turning red and the older couple had to wait until it turned green again. The old man 

was seething. "You talk about distracted drivers! He should have been paying 

attention to the light, but he was paying all his attention to his girlfriend! They 

probably weren't even wearing seatbelts! He should have been pulled over. He 

should have gotten a ticket! It's an outrage." When he stopped to catch his breath, 

his wife said quietly, "Honey, don't you remember? Once upon a time, you and I 

had a truck like that. We were young and in love, and we did the same thing they 

did." A long silence ensued, and then she asked, "What happened to us, darling?" 

The old driver was quiet for a few moments, and then he answered. "I wasn't the 

one who moved." 

Your church hasn't moved, either. Remember? Amen. 


