
Weetvin Bapti.et Church. Sept l 1996 

The Invocation. O Lord, we were glad when they said unto us, Let us go into the heuee o! the 
Lord, to giYe Thee praise and thanksgiving, honor and glor;rJ to Thee we lift up our eyes, 0 
Thou who are enthroned in the heavens! We humbly ask Thy presence with us in this place, and 
in all the ~oys and sorrows of this lite • Amen. 

The Pastoral Prayer. 0 Lord, it is with penitence and confession that we come into Th7 
presence, confessing our need tor Thee and for Thy forgiveness. We have sinned and have 
fallen short, we have left undone those things that we should have done, and ve have done those 
things that we ought n<!ft to ha'f'e done. We pray for Thy mercy and loYin.gkindness to USJ we pray 
for 'nly presence with us, and in us in all that we do, that it might shew forth thy glory. 
Sort out for us the incoherent sounds of our li'f'eSJ much of our days is filled with gladness, 
for which we gi'f'e thanks. We are grateful to Thee for the beauty of a new day, for the delight 
in honest toil and the warmth of fr'8nds and family, and the cool of the e'f'ening, and for the 
repose of the night and the rest at the end of the week. Yet much of our lives are drowned out 
in conflict and complaint, in pain and sorrow, in meaninglessness and in lostness. Help us to 
see ourselves as Thou seest usl. help us to be wise enough to expand our experiences of a oy and 
growth, and to see beyond the darkness into the light which Thou doet gi'H. Let us be concerned 
enough $() t17 to carry- to others our experience with tie Lord Christ, tor in His spirit we a re 
called to lit~, to lo'f'e, and to live. Amen. 

The Benediction. And now, O Lord, as we go forth .trom this place may our serYice to Thee btgin, 
clothed in Thy spirit, living in Thy lov J and as we go, cover us with the healing of Thy wings, 
fill us with the knowledge of Thy presence, and plant our feet f il'l'lly upon the Rock or our 
Salvation. Amen. 



God The Mighty Fortress. Oct 1996. 

Today is Hallowe'en, in the Chris~ian calendar the eve of All Saints• Day, when the faithful 
light candles and receive the sacraments in the name of all the saints, and of the one for whom 
they are named. Because it was a day when great nwnbers of people would come to Church, to con 
fession, and to communion, it was on October 31, 1517, 479 yrs ago, that MartinLuther nailed 
upon the door of the Castle Church in Wittenberg the 95 theses, 95 subjects about which~he in 
vited discussion and debate. Luther was priest and professor in that town in Saxony, in Gennany, 
and since his spiritual conversion a dozen years before, he knew within every cell of his lbeing 
thst salvation is by faith alone, not by works, lest at1U of us should boast. But that month, 
just across the Elbe River from Luther's parish church and its university, salesmen were selling 
pieces of paper and were promising buyers that to purchase one would instantly liberate a loved 
one from the agonies of purgatory, and 'WOuld guarantee immediate entry of the soul into ~aradise. 
It was a rtgood work" recommended by the church, one that ran strongly against Martin Luther's un 
derstanding of the Christian theology and the meaning of the Christ event. His 95 theses, nailed 
to the Wittenberg church cm this day in 1517, began the .t'rotestant Reformatilb.n.. In suppart of 
that revival of Christian faith, Luther composed a hymn which, \hen set tOli1music, became the mar 
ching song of Protestant Christians. In German it began, Ein1 Festa Burg ist Unser Gott; in Eng 
lish we sing·~thew:>rds, A mighty fortress is our God, a bulwark never failing. Luther's inspira 
tion for that poem{ffrom Hebrew into Gennan of Psalm 46, which is, for that reason, an appropriate 
text for Hallowe1e~. In the short time we have, let us think about Jerusalem the holy city, Jeru 
salem the Golcien, as an example of God's watchcare over us, and of the confidence with ltbich we 
live because God has chosen to be with us, whatever happens. The theme of the Psalm is a poetic 
description of God, the Lord of Hosts, as our refuge, our fortress, our strong defense, against 
doubt and fear, against pain and loneliness, assurance that if God be for us, it does not matter 
who, or what, is against us. This theme is stated as the introductorY passage that begins the) 
~all.m,'· and: repeated at the end of the 2 parts of it. Let us read if, and think about it, and 
make it a part of our lives, when we need the blessed assurance, and the promise of Sod's pres 
ence with us. PsalunU.l6 • The first verse states the theme of the hymn, God is our refuge and 
strength; God is our fortress; it is a statement of faith, a declaration of the congregation's 
trust in the helping protection of God, that God is love, God is good, Hislovingkindness is with 
out end. Therefore we shall not fear, even if the earth should quake beneatn our feet, even if 
the waters of the sea foam and roar--as they do when a hurricane blows over them. The voice that 
created the heavens and the earth, speaks words of comfort to us, in our sorrows, and in our joys. 
The Lord of hosts is with us, the God of Jacob is our refuge; He is our fortress to bless and pro 
tect us. In the presence of dangers, we shall fear no evil, for God is with us, to guide us and 
to light the:path before our feet; so the congregation makes the confession, v.2, Therefore we 
will not fear. God is in them idst of the city, v.5; it shall not be moved, even if the nations, 
thew orld out there, are in an uproar, because they are insecure, they totter, and they fall. 
B.ut we who have faith, who trust, who have seen and :felt God in great moments, know.·•that in God we 
are safe and secure. Waters may roar about us, and the nations rage, arxi kingdoms cannot hold. 
Come, God says to us, behold the works of the Lord, see proof of G 's power; he makes an end to 
war, he breaks the bow and shatters the spear, and burns the chariots with fire. And then come 
those soft words, calling us to great faith, that overcomes t e wor. d. Hear it--be still, and 
know that I am God. Do you get as tired as I do of all the noise in the world, in the streets 
and in the houses, in the sanctuary, where there is rr> time for silence, to let God come into our 
minds & hearts & lives. Be still and know, that God is exalted, held high, in the earth! The 
concluding words repeat the words, and the idea, and the faith, of the beginning;, the Lord of 
hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge. It is full of :meaning that in the beginning, 
in the middle, in v.7, and at the end of the poem, we know that God is with us, and is our refuge. 
In the morning, when the dawn guilds the skies, rrr:r heart awaking cries, may Jesus Christ be praised 
And atn>ontime, in the midst of life, the God of Jacob is our re~uge; in the closing words, our 
faith remains the same, the God of Jacob is our refuge. There is another hymn like that one; it 
is The Rock of Ages, cleft for me, let rrr:r hide myself in Thee. When I was young that confused 
me. Why would I want the protection of a Rock that had a hole cut in it? I did not understand 
it until I visited the spot where it was written. It is in the west of England, near the city 
of Bristol. In a. lonely spot there is a small Christian chapel on a hill; on the other side of 
the valley is the manse, the home of the minister of that chapel. They are about half-a-mile 
apart, near enough that the preacher walked from one to the other. One morning he was walking 
along the road, it was in 1'176, the year~of our Declarat of Indep; there came a violent storm, 
of 1 ightning and thunder, black-dark clouds, wind and heavy rain. Beside the road there is a 
sandstone cliff, in which there was an opening, what mountain-climbers call a chimney, up which 
they can get to the top. Into that cle~, A'!lf$ustus M. Tbplady st~~ped~ to get a ref~ge from tae 
stom-.· · Wfiile he was there he saw the connection between that cliff ana the Rock of Ages, the od 
of Jaco·b_;:"" who was his vferY.hpresentthelp in trouble .t When Ifvisi tedtthe spot .1 I uoderstoodhthe poem. May we In a1~ near is message, ana uaKe com orr. in he presence or God wl.t us. 



God the Father. Unity Baptist Church, 10 Nevember 1996 Hosea ll:l-9, John 14:8-11. 

Dearly beloved, you do me honor to invite me to share this hour with you. I do not belong in 
this~pulpit. I have been ordained ~o no office or posi~ion; I have never sat in a course in a 
~heological semimry. My parents raised me to know and to love the word of God; rrry Mother took 
me to Sunday+Schooj, and saw that I was baptized by immersion into a Baptist Church in rrry hometown 
in Mississippi. My Father was an elder in the :et"esbyterian Church of his Scottish people, going 
back to John Knox and the Kirk. As a boy I often went to Sunday School in the Baptist Church, & 
then walked the block to my Father's church, where he was likely to be an usher, to sit with him 
when the music stopped and the talking began. I ~annot remember a time when there were no Bible 
readings and learni-ngs in my home. From rrry earliest years there were picture books of Bible stor 
ies to look at, and later to read, all of Wiich stirred my imagination and rrry awe. I remember a 
picture of the children of Israel passing dry-shod through what we then called the Red Sea, with 
water high above them on either sirle, with what looked like panes of glass holding back the flood. 
~t le~ a pe~anent impression upon me. Years would pass before I read of Baruch Spinoza, the 17th 
~en Dutch Jewish philosoph~, but as a small child I understood what Spinoza meant when he-wrote 
that the mind of God resembled the mind of manl\as the Dog Star Sirius resembled the barking, four 
legged andmal., Sirius is thetrig~test star in the heavsns , so distant that its light travels near 
ly ·9 years to get to earth; the barking 4-legged animal is of the earth, earthy. Spinoza used that 
different between two objects bearing the same name, to illustrate the infinity that is the miad 
of God, and the finite. and puny thinking apparatus of human beings. I sensed thatffas a young boy, 
and it has made all the difference in my life. I have never heard a call to preaoh, and I lack 
the necessary mind and skillss ~ my call is to the classroom, as a teacher, and it is that ac 
tivity which has given form and meaning to my life--40 years in human history, .over 50 yrs as a 
lay teacher in Bible classes. So I am out of place standin~i.here, but perhaps you can imagine 
that this is a lectern and not a pulpit, and this place a classroom where we may consider a small 
aspect of the voyage we call our lives. The texts are Hosea 11:1-9, and John 14:8-11. In the word 
of the ~rew prophet we have s.mne of the tenderest words in all the Bible, for here is the procla 
mation that makes Hoses the prophet of God's constant love. At the beginning of Hosea's ministry 

·in Chap 1, we read the solemn annulmt of the ancient covenant, words that~ahould send quivers up 
our spines, for we too may be under judgmt--I am not your God, and you are not my people, God told 
Hosea to preach t~ople. Because of the peoples' infidelities and loss of faith, the entire 
basis of Israel's 'a-rstinctiveness was swept away. And yet, Hosea knew that God is love, and that 
the natu~e of God never changes. In this passage we hear that assurance, and we see the sorrow 
ing God, the God who is clothed in human emotions, like father, even more like mothee , who hurts 
because of the w ilfiul disobedieree of the child. Yrs ago one of my students graduated w/hohors, 
earned profe~sional degrees, and began her career. She also married and gave birth to a son, who 
as he grew older wanted abo~e all other things a nx>torcycle. His mother would not provide him 
one, for she feared for his safety on a 2-wheeled vehicle. Again and again he begged for a wheel, 
but she would mot. :iiilt~e time came when he flew the neat, and his first independent action was 
to buy the shinies:~~t pwrfl motorcycle he could find. He took it out for a spin, it began to 
go faster, and in ~~niche forgot the instructions and lost control. The cycle hit a curb at 
high speed and he was thrown violently against a stone wall. How nany bones are there in the hu 
man body? I think the answer is, not counting teeth, 206, but don't hold me to that'\, Some time 
after hers on 's tragic death the mother put her read on my shoulder and cried; she said that all 
but two bones in his body were broken or crushed, and that she wished it had been her on that ve 
hicle, for her son was young and had a bright future. I've thought often since of that woman & 
her grief. She gave rules for her son•~· e, she knew of his wilful disobedience and what it 
might mean to him, and also to her, and pain will never leave her, her agony is a permanent 
part of har life. Hosea tells us that od is like that, and Jesus knew it, and lived by its 
truth. In the Hosea chapter there are 4 things that we need to notice, and to think about, and 
I hope that we will all reread these ~: vv , of Hosea 11, and meditate upon them. First is the 
idea that God chooses us. When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt r-caI'led rrry 
son. This is what the t heolg13ians call "election lov9 J" it comes from God's nature, and not 
the nature of the object loved. ~were not the ~ost pwrful of the world's J:l30ple~, not the . 
most attractive or the most intelligent, and as theirlhistory made plain, they were inconstant in 
their faith in the God who had chosen them. But God chose them, not for what~they were, but for 
'What God ~J Can you see the difference between the Dog Star, a sun that is 9 light years away 
from Earth~and the human mind, locked inside the skull of mankind? Those Israelites, and we, 
can reject the call of God; we can buy that glittering\~er-thing on wheels; but we cannot ini 
tiate the relatshp, nor can we block the will of God. We can ask God for faith, arx3 I think the 
answer will always be yes, and -welcome. But when the lamp flickers and the way ahead is dark, we 
can only sit beside the telephone and wait for God to call us. And it will come; out of the 
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depths of o~r pain, the God whose chosen people went their own wa~lcan know our hurt, and will 
bear it with us. Second, v .2, Ch 11, the more God called his peop~e to serve Him, the more they 
ran away from Him; the more He reminded them of the Comdmt to have no other gods before Him, that 
He is a jealous God, the roore his people worshipped the fe~tility idols, the popularity idols, & 
mammon the idol of mate~ial things. There is a lesson in this that we need to think about; it · 
t.ells us of our priceless gift of freedom,and of a loving God who is all.:pwrfl but who deliber 
ately limits His power. _He does not pull rank on us, nor does he drag us, kicking and screaming, 
into His presence. God could set one road before us, and then give us a push; but he made us free 
tofhoose between options, and to know that we are responsible for the consequences of our choice. 
~can buy a bright red motorcycle over mother's wishes, but then may come the crash. The Third 
thing is the punishmt of God, vvS-7. We do not like to think ,about punishmt. We want to feel good 
about ourselv,es, and put all those guilt-feelings_ under the rug and out of our minds. On the Un 
iversity campus there is a counselling office where students may go when they cannot sleep well, 
knowing they have broken the rules, or the honor system. Many of them do not want to get their 
hand spanked; they want a cassette tape to take to the room andblay, one guaranteed to make them 
feel good about being bad. But the God who loves and cares, al.so punishes. Don't take my word 
for it. Take Hosea's word for it. My people are turning away from me, God told Hosea to preach, 
so the sword shall rage against their cities, and they shall wear the yoke of slavery. Hosea 
knew that holiness that does not punish willful and chosen evil//has no morality in itvat all. But 
then there is the Fourth idea in this passage, vv8,9. The Q_od who punishes never stops loving. It 
is a ttremendous truth, for wl}ich we should shout Praise God from mom all blessings flow, we should 
sing and laugh and bubble over with joy. How can~ give you up, you who live in the part of the 
1and given to the tribe of Ephraim? how can I cbstroy your cities? how can I hand "S'fou over? The 
love of God goes beyond the punishmt, for his love is unquencha ble t .-1 ft. is redemptive & f orgiv 
ing. God is as different from us as the Dog Star Sirius is from t~e barking creature; when we 
break every bone in our bodies in our effort to declare our independence from childish rules, God 
weeps, and God hurts. Many yrs ago I read the story of 8: boy mo misbehaved in class, and was 
called forward for punishmt. The teacher was, l:ttditca swww ethetl!! yea 111B;y ssczJn th reem, a kind 
ly gentleman; he asked the boy about his deed, and in shame the pupil confessed. He was guilty. 
The teacher opened a drawer in the desk and took out a ruler tipped w/metal~the word is ferule. 
The boy thought he was to be beaten with that thing. But the teacher handed the ruler to the boy, 
and held out -his hand. You hit me with the ruler, the teacher said, and you will hurt me no more 
than you have already done by your disobedience. The boy burst into tearsl and could not hit the 
teacher. God is like that. Our misconduct hurts God; our sin is against Uod;, and there are times 
of punishmt. But there are tears at the h eant of the universe. Here is the idea that is upper 
most--the unmerited love & mercy of God to us who have broken the rules. Jesus Christ came from 
the .F'ather to offer I;I.~~~lf as a ransom for ue , 'to take the ferule-beating on his •wn hand w}:l.en it 
should fall upon our~· He who has seen Jesus has seen the Father~for he is in the ~ather & 
the Father is in him. By His obedience he has ransomed us, he has redeemed us, because He is the 
embodiment in flesh of the God who loves, even when we do not deserve it. While we were yet sin 
ners, Xr died.for us, and in that is th~ good news that brings rejoicing to us. There's a wide 
ness in God's mercy, like the wideness of the sea. Let us all give thanks. 


