Walking the Walk

Isaiah 43: 18-25 and Mark 2: 1-12

February 26, 2005


It was the early 80’s.  I’d been ordained for just a few months when Trudy Seubold called me on the phone.  She was one of fifteen members of First Presbyterian in Austin who lived at Westminster Manor Retirement Apartments and, she said, they’d like me, their new Associate Pastor, to come have breakfast with them once a month.  And they’d like me to provide a brief devotional for each meeting, something inspirational for them to think about.


Well, I wasn’t about to say “No” to Trudy, not because she was in any way intimidating, though she was a remarkably strong personality.  But I just adored her, and so of course I said “Yes.”  And the very first meeting of the “Westminster Manor Breakfast Bunch” came to pass.  We had a great breakfast together, and then it was time for me to be inspirational.  I talked, they listened, they smiled, they patted me on the back, I went home feeling, well, not feeling very good about being inspirational.  “But,” I thought, “maybe it’s because this is all so new for me, and I really don’t know what I’m doing.  Maybe I’ll be more comfortable, feel more inspirational next time.”  And the next time came, a Monday morning a month later.


I talked, they listened, they smiled, they patted me on the back, I went home again feeling not good about this inspirational stuff.  Something just felt wrong, and it didn’t take me too long to figure out what it was.  The wrong person was in the driver’s seat, as it were.  There I was, in my early thirties, definitely not yet comfortable in my clergy collar and definitely not seeing myself as inspirational, while, in the breakfast room with me, were fifteen women who represented years and years of wisdom and faith and the kind of inspiration that’s real, the kind of inspiration that comes with experience in life.


So, I went back for the third Monday morning meeting.  I told them what I’d figured out, and I proposed something different for our time together.  “For the next several months,” I said, “how about you talk and I listen.  Talk to me about your faith, what you believe about God, people, life together, church.  I’ll listen and take notes and then I’ll summarize what you’ve said and put it in the form of a creed, to be printed in a Sunday bulletin and used in worship.”


Well, they weren’t all that sure about it at first.  They weren’t sure that their own beliefs were worthy of a bulletin, for one thing.  But their real hesitancy had to do with this new modus operandi I was proposing.

See, they were accustomed to ministers who did all the talking, they themselves to be listening sponges.  But they agreed to try it, and we began right then.  For the first few minutes, it was pretty slow; they were timid about speaking.  But that timidity passed; you give a bunch of us Presbyterians permission to talk and that’s what we’re going to do.  Believe me, once they got started, there was no stopping.  They talked and talked and talked; I wrote and wrote and wrote, that month and the next and the next, and, oh the stories that poured out, what they’d experienced, what they’d learned, how their beliefs had developed over their years of walking the gospel walk.  Talk about plenty of inspiration!  But there was way, way too much to be distilled into one brief creedal statement.  I tried, I tried hard to summarize it, but no summary could catch the flavor, the color, the dynamism of their witness.

So, I went back to the drawing board, to try it a different way.  Using their own words as much as possible, I wrote poems.  Then, at the next breakfast meeting, I told them what had happened, gave them copies of the poems, asked them to read them and tell me if I’d captured the gist of what they’d said.

I held my breath while they were reading, so afraid that they’d hate what I’d done.  But they liked it; I hadn’t let them down!  And we decided together what we’d do with those poems.

The secretaries in the church office printed them in the form of a little booklet, and on a Sunday right before Christmas, during a worship service, after explaining where the poems came from, we gave copies of the booklet to everybody there, a Christmas gift.  And suddenly someone began to clap.  And suddenly the whole congregation rose to their feet, clapping, giving a standing ovation to the Westminster Manor Breakfast Bunch.  And I don’t think there was a dry eye in the place.

Well, the next day happened to be the Monday of our next breakfast.  Those fifteen women – let me tell you, they were still on a high, laughing, jostling each other like a bunch of teenagers, actually tossing their canes around.  Then one of them spoke for all of them.  She said, really she shouted it:  “We’re still useful!”

That morning, watching them, seeing the sparkle in their eyes and the animation in their bodies, I saw a microcosm of real church, the church as something alive, people walking the gospel walk and discovering how good it is to walk that walk together, each one living her own faith story yet somehow part of each other’s faith stories, too, each one free to say it out, what she really believes, and growing, too, from hearing what others believe, each one feeling useful and wonderfully, miraculously useful together.

It was great, but I guess you might be wondering right about now what all this has to do with a Bible story about a paralyzed man.  Well, it’s like this.  I saw in those women church moving, church alive, church responding to what the prophet Isaiah described as the Lord’s new thing springing forth, church growing, learning, discovering, loving, church walking the walk.  But, see, some churches quit walking.  Some churches become a body paralyzed.

It’s as if the feet of those churches are planted in cement.  Maybe it’s the cement of dogma that everybody must somehow buy into.  Maybe it’s the cement of tradition, doing only what we’ve always done the way we’ve always done it.  Maybe it’s the cement of closed doors, admitting only those we like, who are like us.

Or maybe it’s the cement of comfort, in which we may walk but only in circles, encircling each other, our fellow church members, instead of going out there where the walking is risky and the loving isn’t always comfortable.  Or maybe it’s the cement of self-righteousness, in which we see ourselves as the only ones who are right, the only ones who know how to walk the walk the right way.  Or maybe it’s the cement of contrived serenity, that plastic peace, in which controversial issues are swept under the carpet, lest there be conflict, never mind that in the place of controversy, people are crying, begging for somebody to care, somebody to help.  Stuck, with feet planted in cement:  a church can be paralyzed, a body in need of the healer named Jesus.

Barbara Brown Taylor is an Episcopal priest.  She’s a seminary professor, now, and a wonderful writer, with a number of books already published, and with articles appearing frequently in Christian Century magazine.  But no longer is Barbara Brown Taylor a parish priest; she left saddened.  She, too, had noted how churches can shrivel up and atrophy.  In a book that’s scheduled to come out in May, you can hear her angst.  Musing rather wistfully about the church, longing for the church that could be, that should be springing forth in God’s newness, she writes the following.

“What if people were invited to come tell what they already know of God instead of to learn what they are supposed to believe?  What if they were blessed for what they are doing in the world instead of chastened for not doing more at church?  What if church felt more like a way station than a destination?  What if the church’s job were to move people out the door instead of trying to keep them in, by convincing them that God needed them more in the world than in the church?”

She’s right, isn’t she?  Yet, some churches are paralyzed.  But, thank God, Madison Square isn’t paralyzed.  Last Sunday we began a year long celebration leading up to our 125th birthday next February, 125 years of walking the gospel walk, occasionally quite outrageously, according to some.  We haven’t been paralyzed, we’re not paralyzed today, but that doesn’t mean it couldn’t happen.  The lure of that cement, with its promise of status quo stability, that lure can be mighty compelling.  So, this year even as we celebrate our past and our present, let us be vigilant into the future.  Let’s promise each other that, at the first sign of creeping paralysis, we’ll take each other to the healer named Jesus, so we can go on walking the gospel walk, sometimes in brand new ways, as we respond to the Lord’s new thing springing forth, so we can go on saying, “We’re still useful in God’s world!”
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