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Maybe it won’t go down as the most embarrassing moment of my life, but it’ll rank among the top five.  I was at a presbytery meeting, a young seminary student not yet ordained and well aware that I needed to make a good impression on elders and ministers at presbytery meetings, since one day I’d have to stand before 500 of them, answer their questions, and wait for them to vote on whether or not I should be a Presbyterian minister.  I guess I was thinking that if they already had a good impression of me, they might vote me in despite my less than brilliant answers.  Anyway, there I was, wearing my most proper business suit and my most proper and mature persona, oh so Presbyterian, and during a break in the meeting, I “worked the crowd,” sort of trying on the niceness and the savvy sophistication I thought ministers were supposed to have.  At one point, I was chatting with a small group of people, among whom was the Synod Executive himself, the Rev. Prentiss Barnett, that wonderful amazing man whom some of you may know.  I’d met him before, and I was in awe of him.  Then Nell Skiles joined us.  She was the chair of the Candidates’ Committee, which would decide whether or not I’d ever get to that presbytery examination, and so, I was in awe of her, too.


I was with a couple of the bigwigs, feeling good about being there.  And besides, I liked Prentiss and Nell, though I didn’t know either of them very well, which was soon to become painfully clear.  In proper Presbyterian fashion, I introduced them to each other.  He looked at her, she looked at him, they looked around the small group of people, who did know both of them well, and all of them burst out laughing.  See, I had just introduced Prentiss to his sister.


Well, it’s funny to me now, thirty years later, with enough time passed by to turn an embarrassing faux pas into something to laugh about.  The irony is, some adult siblings do need to be re-introduced to each other.  We ought to be able to grow up, leave our childhood house and establish our own home, with its own style, yet to remain truly connected siblings, as Prentiss and Nell were, always to be respected and loved within the warmth and welcome of family ties.  But it just doesn’t work out that way for all adult siblings, does it?  Some become as strangers to each other, needing some sort of re-introduction to affirm family ties and the potential for friendship.


I’m thinking today of a certain trio of siblings who very much need to be re-introduced to each other.  Sometimes you’d think these three were unrelated strangers, but we Christians and Jews and Muslims are siblings.

See, if our three religions had scrapbooks with pictures of our most ancient ancestors, on the first several pages in all three scrapbooks, you’d see exactly the same faces.  Read the oldest of the stories in what we call the “Old Testament,” you’ll find the very-many-times-great grandmas and grandpas of us all.  As the Muslims say, all three of us are “people of the book;” we’re siblings.  The tragedy is that we haven’t grown up into the wisdom of maturity, to cherish diversity within the embrace of family ties; we may look like adults, but we’ve gotten stuck at a childish stage, in a form of sibling rivalry which can be shockingly vicious, pitting the claims of one religion against the other, siblings vying to be the number one, most favored child.  Thing is, most people in all three groups are sick of that infantile fighting, would welcome a family reunion – not, though, to drag everybody back to the childhood house in which we siblings were born, not to create one homogenized religion, but to respect the home each sibling has made, all of us children of a God who’s big enough to be worshipped and experienced in lots of different ways.  The majority longs for peace, but that loud and frighteningly powerful minority in each group fans the flames of the rivalry.  Indeed, there are those within Christianity, with the arrogance to proclaim us the favored child, the audacity to claim divine preference, that God prefers our third of the family, and the flames are stoked, and the rivalry rages on.

Yet, despite the violence done to our family ties, fact is, we are connected to each other.  We three siblings may need to be re-introduced, but we are branches on the same family tree that’s rooted in old Father Abraham, who in the earliest stories is called “Abram”.  And when we stop fighting long enough to really look at these siblings of ours, we see evidence of the same bloodline running through all of us, evidence of the legacy Abraham bequeathed to us all: that deeply rooted desire to live faithfully trusting God, a legacy not bequeathed only to the strong and heroic.  He showed us that faithfulness can be lived as the ordinary human beings we are.


See, old Father Abraham was no saint, no superhuman hero.  He had plenty of faults and weaknesses, and he made some whopping mistakes, including some we’d consider X-rated.  Yet still, he showed us that when you trust God and go with God, you discover yourself blessed despite your foibles, as Sarah and Abraham were miraculously blessed with a child.  And he showed us that in faithfulness you discover your real self and how good it feels to be your real self, through whom God’s blessing flows to others.  Today I’m remembering a certain characteristic of faithfulness he showed us, which contradicts that adage we toss around, that an old dog can’t learn new tricks.

Remember, Abraham was an old man, settled where he was, with a wife he loved, plenty of material riches, and relatively content, having learned to live with the disappointment that he and Sarah had birthed no child.  He was at the age and stage of retirement - why bother to learn new tricks?  But with faith’s characteristic readiness for new life, he upped and moved to go with God at the ripe old age of 75.

So, how old is Henry Washington?  Only “The Shadow” knows, but we do know Henry to be a man who has been living the Abraham legacy of faithfulness, and hasn’t he been a blessing to us and many more?  But a couple of weeks ago, Henry found himself standing sort of where old Abraham stood.  Henry was settled, comfortable, had lived his whole life here in San Antonio, not as materially rich as Abraham, but with that wealth no amount of money can buy, surrounded as he was by family and a truly huge number of friends.  You can’t go anywhere in San Antonio without running into somebody who knows and loves Henry Washington.  He’s greatly loved; he’s been using his gifts, filling the air with music; he’s a star!  Why bother to learn new tricks?  But the call came, not just to a job, but to go with God.  Abraham must have had some doubts, Henry must have felt some qualms and grief, too, but faithful people up and move anyway, to go with God, themselves blessed to bless more and many more.

Abraham was 75, Henry’s twenty-something, maybe thirty-something, I guess, and Madison Square Presbyterian Church, well, we’re a whole lot older than either of them were when they got the call to go with God into something new.  We’ve passed our 125th birthday, we’ve reached that ripe old age and stage in which many churches sort of retire, settle into a kind of maintenance mode, comfortable with who they are right where they are, able but not wanting to learn new tricks, and, as they say, “If it ain’t broke, why fix it?”

So, old as we are, what will we do if we sense God’s Spirit stirring us up, revving us up to move, not geographically, but to go with God in some new ways?  Will we remember our roots in the Christian-Muslim-Jewish legacy of faithfulness, and trust God?  Will we allow ourselves to be embraced by a shining new vision of blessedness; all that blessing we feel here as we welcome each other home, will we let that blessing flow through us to more and more?  What about our doubts and qualms, and the grief, should we move and things change?  Will we faithfully go with God?

Well, anyway, as the story goes, Abraham moved away from Haran, which in that time meant that those who stayed behind probably would never see him again.  There must have been neighbors and friends who in love and grief would have stopped his leaving.

But, as faithful people themselves, they recognized his leaving to be not the batty decision of a senile old man, but a calling into deeper faithfulness.  So, with their blessing they released him to go with God.  Now Henry’s about to leave us, to move to Houston, but it’s different for us today, thank goodness.  What with telephones and email and cars for travel, we’ll stay in touch with Henry.  Like it was for Prentiss and Nell, when we see him again face to face, when he slips in, or leaps in, for a visit, we won’t need to be re-introduced to Henry, who’s our brother and friend.  And even when he’s not sitting on that organ bench, a part of his joyous spirit and the seeds he planted among us will sing on, still alive among us.  See, today’s not a funeral; Henry is very much alive, and he’ll always be one of us, to be joyously hugged again and again, within the warm and welcoming embrace of family ties.

But it surely won’t be the same, will it?  Nevertheless, despite our grief, in faith we recognize his faithfulness, and so, with tears but also with our blessing we’ll release him.  And tonight, we’ll give him a big send-off.  We’ll celebrate everything which makes Henry Henry.  We’ll tell stories about his time with us, and lift up cherished memories of how he filled this place with love and laughter, with glorious music and with music that got us up on our feet and clapping our hands, even we oh so proper Presbyterians.

We’ll look forward to the joy of on-going friendship with Henry, even as we look back and give thanks for all the blessings we received through him.  And, though we might have to search real hard, we’ll find that unselfish place inside ourselves, and send him forth to bless more and more others.  With our blessing we’ll release Henry Washington to go with God.
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