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SERMON    “My Faith Story Revisited” 

 
Please pray with me:  May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be 
acceptable in Thy sight, o Lord, our Rock and our Redeemer. 
 
When Donna asked me to share my faith story for this morning’s worship I responded, 
“but I’ve already done that more than once.”  She said that didn’t matter and since the 
last time was just a few paragraphs for The Cornerstone in 2016, I agreed that I could 
just expand upon that. 
 
At that time, I said that there are three lessons in particular that my parents had taught 
me: 
 
The first is that God is love, pure and simple—no strings—and that, if we let it, God’s love 
will make us a better father, husband, wife, mother, daughter, son, neighbor, citizen. 
 
The second lesson is that Sunday morning is special.  Sunday is the day “that the Lord 
has made,” and we are “to rejoice and be glad in it.”  My mother taught us that we should 
“wake up singing on Sunday.” 
 
The third is that church is more a place to serve than to be served. 
 
But, I have changed since 2016.  The world has changed since 2016.  Or, rather, perhaps 
it is my perception of the world that has changed. 
 
I have led a charmed life.  La Mesa Drive in Bakersfield in the 1950s was a child’s dream. 
Within a short half-block, there were over twenty children with which to play. Our 
backyard had a merry-go-round that Daddy had made out of an old wagon wheel, and a 
large swing made out of a ladder turned sideways and secured between two sets of chains, 
so that more children could swing at once. This was a time when children were just sent 
out to play. No parental supervision except that all the houses had moms in them. The 
church’s dirt parking lot was our playground where the entire neighborhood played tag, 
hopscotch, softball, and kick-the-can, and where we all learned to ride our bicycles. 
When it was time to come home, if we weren’t in our own yard, Mama would just stand 
on the front steps and yell our name. 
 
The years of WWII had given way to a time of relative prosperity.  We had faith in our 
institutions.  Churches were full.   
 
When I was 16, I had a mystical experience that was profound enough to sustain me 
through any tough times that came my way and that convinced me that being a Christian 
was about experiencing the presence of the Holy Spirit. 
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My dad died in the midst of all the chaos of 1967, but we were embraced by a tremendous 
support system of family and friends.  I was 17.  Dad and I had just begun to have “adult” 
conversations and so, like my siblings, I never really got to know him.  He had never 
talked about himself or his childhood. When asked why, Mom would just say something 
like “his father drank." I did know that he had grown up in a mining town in Arizona, 
that my grandmother had serious issues with mental health, and that whenever we had 
a question about cards (which poker hand was the winner) he knew the answer even 
though he would never play with us. 
 
Last summer, since my sister was downsizing, she gave me a pile of papers.  On top was 
a sermon my father had preached in 1943.  There was a note on it in my mother’s 
handwriting saying this was probably his graduation sermon from seminary.  Dad rarely 
wrote out his sermons, preferring to preach from notes, so this was quite special.  But, I 
didn’t know how special until I began to read it.  
 
This sermon was unlike any that I remembered.  He began with a quote from Amos 7: 
 
“Then answered Amos, and said to Amaziah, I was no prophet, neither was I a prophet’s 
son; but I was an herdman, and a gatherer of sycamore fruit; 
 
“And the Lord took me as I followed the flock, and the Lord said unto me, Go, prophesy 
unto my people Israel.” 
 
My father continued: “I was no preacher, neither was I the son of a preacher nor the 
grandson of a preacher.  But the Lord took me out of a mining town and the Lord said to 
me, ‘Go preach.’ 
 
“The Lord has sent me.  What am I to preach?  Whatever it is, it has to be something I 
know as the result of living... This I know: first, men are sinners; second, there is 
redemption for sinners; and third, there is life for redeemed sinners. 
 
“No one ever had to tell me that sin existed or that I was a sinner; tho, I did have to be 
told that there was a God… 
 
“No one who has suffered hell in this life as a result of someone’s sin ever doubts the fact 
of sin.  It well may be that those who have been reared with silver spoons in their mouths, 
who have no conception of what it means to be ill-housed, ill-clothed, and ill-fed, may 
doubt the existence of sin and hell.  But there is no need to prove sin and hell to those 
who have known both.  Any child who has been deserted by a father and left to shift for 
himself knows what sin is.  And after he has been driven by hunger to pick from among 
squirming maggots in blotted stew bits of food that seem less contaminated than the rest, 
he knows what hell is too. Any child who has suffered cold and hunger and lack of 
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medical attention because dollars have been poured into jugs or turned into poker chips 
knows what sin is….  
 
“Anyone who has seen the victims of so-called industrial risks, risks that could have been 
avoided…Men paralyzed by the awful fumes of a lead smelter… knows what sin is…” 
 
Clearly, the childhood that Dad gave me was a world away from the one he knew to 
preach about.   
 
I was certainly aware that the world was in chaos in the 1960’s, but most of it really didn’t 
touch me personally.  Racial tensions were not as extreme in Bakersfield as they were in 
larger cities, although I did have one friend from my high school choir who insisted that 
he could not let his father see that it was white folk who gave him a ride home.  But, I 
must confess, that I had very few friends of color.  There were no African American 
families in my ideal childhood neighborhood.  They all lived on the other side of the 
tracks, or on the other side of what we now know was the red line that banks used in 
making lending decisions.  In my high school of 2000 students, my interaction with 
students of color was in choir, PE, and school clubs.  There were no blacks and very few 
Hispanics in my academic classes: those classes were reserved for students considered 
to have high academic potential.   
 
I also knew very few people who were drafted and sent to Viet Nam.  My friends, all had 
Student deferments. 
 
My father said: “No one who has suffered hell in this life as a result of someone’s sin ever 
doubts the fact of sin.”  He also said, “It would seem sometimes that sin once turned 
loose in the world by human beings becomes an objective reality in itself.  Once sin has 
been committed it effects the rest of the world and sets up some sort of a reverberation 
that passes from soul to soul, tribe to tribe, nation to nation, and has no end until our 
God shall make an end of all sin at the Judgment Day.” 
 
I still have no conception of what it means to be “ill-housed, ill-clothed, and ill-fed” and 
therefore I have the luxury of being able to doubt the fact of sin; or at least the luxury to 
ignore it when talking about my faith journey as I did in 2016. 
 
In his book Life Together, Bonhoeffer wrote: “By sheer grace, God will not permit us to 
live even for a brief period in a dream world.... God is not a God of emotions but the God 
of truth.”   
 
Recent events have shattered the dream that many of us have had.  I can no longer ignore 
that sin exists and is alive and well in the USA.  I preferred to think we had made great 
strides in solving the problems of our country.  But, like the Apostle Paul, the scales have 
fallen from my eyes.   
 



 4 

Looking back on my wonderful childhood, I now see evidence of sin.  Certainly, it was 
not sin for my father to give me a wonderful childhood!  But if I look back and think how 
wonderful things were then, without recognizing how horrible that time was for others, 
I think that is sin.  My ideal childhood was only ideal for some people.   
 
Jump ahead to today.  The experiences of many of us are so vastly different from the 
experience of others that it is hard to agree on where the truth lies.  My life is still 
charmed.  For me, this COVID lockdown has brought a time to read, relax, go on long 
walks in the woods, make bread.  For others, it has been a nightmare.  We have all seen 
the statistics: COVID deaths are highest among people of color because they still live in 
less desirable places, with higher concentrations of people, and they still work in jobs 
that give them a greater risk of exposure. The legacy of my childhood endures. 
 

• I still think that those 3 lessons I remembered from childhood are valid.  God is 
love, pure and simple—no strings—God’s love will make us a better father, 
husband, mother, wife, citizen. 

• Sunday morning is special, and we should “rejoice and be glad in it.” 

• Church is still more a place to serve than to be served. 
 
But, I now think that walking humbly with God means that I must admit to myself that 
my tendency has been to view myself as one of the redeemed instead of one of the sinners 
in need of redemption.  Walking humbly with God means that I need to spend more time 
listening to what others are saying instead of being ready with a response.  Walking 
humbly with God means that I need to become sensitive to the pain that lies beneath a 
person’s actions, instead of being ready to condemn those actions as inappropriate or 
“not helpful.” 
 
Perhaps an acknowledgment of how the sins of the world have been manifested in my 
life will lead me to a deeper spirituality and help me to find a way to more fully do justice, 
love mercy, and walk humbly with God?” 
 
Let us pray:   
 
 Spirit divine, attend our prayers; 
 Make a lost world Your home; 
 Descend with all Your gracious powers; 
 O come, great Spirit, come! 
 
In the Name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer, Amen. 
 
 


