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The year was 1970.  The average salary was $7564.  For 24 cents you could purchase a 
loaf of bread and for 33 cents you could buy a quart of milk.  In 1970 gas was 40 cents a 
gallon and by the end of the decade it had more than doubled to 90 cents a gallon. 

You may recall the OPEC embargo and the rationing of gasoline.  To conserve the 
nonrenewable resources, the speed limit was lowered on most U.S. highways to 55 miles 
per hour.  Citizens were encouraged to conserve gas by carpooling to work and turning 
down the thermostat in the winter, turning it up in the summer.   

For many, one of the most enduring memories of the 1970’s was summed up in a single 
word.  Watergate.  President Nixon would resign.  A few years later there would be 
reason to celebrate as our nation enjoyed a yearlong remembrance of our bicentennial. 

For a couple of dollars, you could walk to the Crump Theater to watch the classic films of 
the decade.  You could watch American Graffiti, be scared by Jaws and the Exorcist, 
imagine the future in Close Encounters of the Third Kind or the first Star Wars.  If you 
were able to stay awake until midnight, you might catch the showing of the Rocky Horror 
Picture Show” which continues to be cult classic. 

Along with offering movies, the local Crump theatre also featured lived music including 
a concert by nearby resident John Cougar, who later changed his name back to John 
Mellencamp.  Along the radio dial, you could listen to the likes of Led Zepplin, Carly 
Simon, Elton John, the Eagles.  The breakup of the Beatles meant that you could hear 
solo performances by Paul, John, Ringo or George.  And in the middle and later part of 
the decade, a new type of music with a heavy beat and an invitation to dance swept the 
nation, in part due to the movie Saturday Night Fever.  The music was disco and it 
ushered in such groups as the Bee Gees and the Village People.   

While the radio was the preferred mode of listening to music, in the mid 1970’s most 
automobiles were phasing out the 8 Track tape players in favor of a better sounding 
cassette tape player.   



In sports, there was the Big Red Machine, Billie Jean King vs. Bobby Riggs, the 
undefeated 1972 Miami Dolphins, a boxer who floated like a butterfly and stung like a 
bee, Muhammed Ali.  Hank Aaron was the new home run king and Bruce Jenner was an 
Olympic medalist, not a reality show personality. 

There were new inventions like pop rocks that fizzed in your mouth and one of the great 
fads was to own a pet rock.  The members of “All in the Family” were holding up a 
mirror of the changing times on the weekly sitcom. 

And our culture changed in many ways during the 1970’s.  The women’s rights 
movement would support equality for women in all arenas of life.  And while there is still 
much to be done, as the saying went, “We’ve come a long way.”  It was in 1983 that 
women began to usher here at First UMC.   

There were many changes and innovations during these years.  As I read through the 
history, it seems to me that the church was receptive to new ideas and open to fresh 
possibilities for doing church.  There was a creativity to the ministries of our 
congregation.  And that is a good sign. 

There is an old story about a young woman learning how to cook the holiday ham.  While 
preparing the ham, the mother cut both ends of the ham.  “Why do you do that?” the 
young woman asked.  After a moment’s thought the mother replied that she wasn’t sure, 
but she thought it made the ham more tender because it could soak up the juices and 
marinade.  She noted that this was how her mother had always done it and she had 
learned it from her.  So they phoned the grandmother, told her what they were doing and 
asked, “Why do you cut both ends off the holiday ham?”  The grandmother laughed and 
said, “I cut both ends because I didn’t have a pan large enough to hold a whole ham.” 

Why do we do the things we do in church?  Maybe for the same reasons.  We have 
always done it that way.  When confronted with a new way of doing things, a new way of 
looking at things, the words of the dying church are typically, “We never did it like that 
before.”  And so we keep doing what we have always done. 

But when I looked through the history of this church, particularly from the late 60’s into 
the early 80’s, they were a time of innovation and creativity.  We began to do things a 
little different.  We held onto the important traditions, while being flexible enough to try 
new things. 

The late 1960’s brought a new way of reaching out to our community while raising funds 
to support missions.  We called it Smorgasbord.  Methodists have long been familiar with 
pitch-in meals.  It is said of Methodists that where two or more are gathered, someone 
will bring a green bean casserole.  This church was known for an Easter morning drama 



at the sunrise service, followed by a breakfast.  The United Methodist Men held an annual 
chicken barbeque meals and the Sons and Daughters banquet.  While most of these 
traditions have gone by the wayside, the Smorgasbord has continued to this day. 

Who would have imagined in 1966 that this meal would continue for more than 50 years.  
Even more interesting to me would be to tabulate the impact of the money that was raised 
and the support for mission work that has been enabled by such endeavors.  Thanks to 
Martha Doup and a group of committed folks, this ministry has continued to be a vital 
part of our congregation and our community. 

Other innovations during this time revolve around our morning worship.  In 1973, we 
began incorporating banners into the sanctuary.  Week after week, our worship has been 
enhanced by the beauty and creativity of these banners. 

Creative approaches entered our worship in other ways as well.  The 1970’s welcomed 
the sounds of Broadway musicals into our services. Along with this, there were original 
hymns, written by our pastors and worship leaders.  Jack Turner, choir director 
throughout the 1970’s brought a creativity to the music of this church.  He brought 
together our choir with those of the Christian and Presbyterian Churches to perform the 
Brahms “Requiem” in 1970.  They would continue these joint efforts throughout the 
years to come.   

In 1975 this church welcomed a new form of ministry into the church, clown ministry.  It 
began with a morning worship service conducted completely in mime, running from the 
sorrows and joys of the gospel message.  Likely not everyone’s cup of tea, the church 
recognized that this was another way to tell the message of God’s love and created the 
space to express this message in new ways.  This message was sometimes told through 
dramatic skits and even through interpretive dance in our worship services. 

There were also new ministries that began during this time.  Santa’s workshop began in 
1973 and our Christmas Eve candlelight service began in 1975.   

So, for the second Sunday in a row, I have bored you with historical information.  What is 
the point of sharing all of this?  I believe it is two-fold.  First, is the necessity of a living 
church being a place where people can use their diverse gifts in meaningful ways. The 
church is at its strongest when we share our gifts in service. 

The second point is about the very nature of the church.  The church needs to be a place 
where, instead of pointing out all the possible reasons something might not success, we 
take a good look at the dreams people have and envisioning how to make them possible.  
Dramatic skits, interpretive dance, banners, innovative music, community dinners and all 
the other ministries that came into being in that time were the result of a permission 
giving congregation. 



Some of those ministries took wings and flew for years to come.  Some lasted only 
briefly.  But each, in their own way, was a recognition that God is working through us in 
unexpected ways.   

It is reminiscent of the gospel lesson we heard this morning.  It is often referred to as the 
parable of the sower.  Jesus tells about a sower who set out to sow.  These seeds he tossed 
fell into different types of soil.  Some of it fell on the pathways where people walked.  
And you know what happens to such seeds.  The pathway is too hard and there is no 
chance to take root.  The seeds are visible to the birds and other animals and become a 
meal to them rather than blossoming. 

Other seeds, however, fell on rocky ground.  Likewise, you know what happens there.  
Usually, there is a little bit of soil, enough for the seed to take root.  But there isn’t 
enough good soil to sustain the plant.  It eventually withers.  Still other seeds fell on 
thorny ground.  Here there was enough depth of soil for the seed to take root.  But the 
plant grew amid the thorns which eventually choked it out. 

Finally, there was the seed that fell on good soil.  The seed took root, grew strong and 
produced grain in abundance.   

Oftentimes when preaching on this parable, I have focused on the soil, in particular 
asking how receptive our lives are to the places of growth we face.  Sometimes we are 
more like the pathway or the thorny soil rather than the good soil.  It is a legitimate 
reading of this parable and a good way to apply it to our lives. 

But this morning, another insight came from this parable.  Instead of focusing on the 
seeds or the soil, I thought about the sower.  The sower is the generous one who is casting 
seeds in every direction.  The sower is the one responsible for seeds landing in all sorts of 
places.  The sower is the one who makes it possible for growth to happen, both in those 
places we might expect it and in those places we might never imagine.  The sower isn’t 
trying to analyze all the soils with the intent of sowing only in those places where 100% 
growth is guaranteed.  The sower tosses generously and steps back to see what happens. 

And that seems like a fitting parable for the work of the church.  Our task is to be willing 
to step out in faith, to dare to take risks, to be willing to try new things without knowing 
whether they will succeed or fail.  I’m sure there were folks who doubted whether 
Smorgasbord was really a good idea or not.  Some who said, “With all the restaurants in 
town, I don’t think that many people will come to a dinner here at the church.”  Think of 
all the reasons folks might have said, “It will never work.”  But there were enough folks 
who were daring enough to say, “Let’s give it a try.” 

I suspect there were people who didn’t like clown ministry (some who just find clowns a 



bit creepy!) and some who didn’t understand liturgical dance and some who didn’t like 
Broadway musicals while others didn’t like Brahms’ “Requiem”.  But they were willing 
to cast those seeds in all directions saying, “Let’s see what happens.”  We will never 
know whether something will succeed or fail until we give it a try.  That is one of the 
great gifts of our past and one of the hopeful pieces we carry into this present day. 

I was speaking with one of our senior members this week and she said to me, “Follow 
your dreams today.  Whatever it is you would like to do, don’t wait.”  She pointed out 
that she had lived her life that way and was glad she did.  The same is true of the church.  
Dare to dream.  Cast lots of seeds in every direction.  Use the gifts that you have and 
believe that God will cause beautiful flowers to grow in places you never imagined or 
expected.  Only the generous sower of seeds truly sees the beauty of what can be.


