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We continue our sermon series based upon locations within and around the church.  Last week I 
invited you to take a trip to the steeple and imagine the world as our parish.  This week, the location 
is much more accessible.  It is a location that was once very common within churches, but one 
which has become less prevalent in the modern day.  It is the church library.  Thanks to our faithful 
church librarian, Bill Poor, ours is a thriving library stocked with lots of inspiring books for all 
ages.  I like the fact that at First UMC, the library is one of the first rooms you encounter when 
you enter the church.  Nestled alongside the sanctuary, it is a compliment to the worship 
experience, offering a place to deepen one’s learning and continue one’s faith journey.   
 
So, for this morning, let us consider the lessons that our church library has to teach us.  Let us 
begin with prayer: 
 
Infinite God, you loved us as children, surrounding us with warmth and kindness.  You 
encouraged us as youth, inviting us to learn and grow.  You nurtured our adulthood and 
helped us become the people you created us to be.  You call us to maturity, with new insights 
and ideas always at hand.  Inspire us, challenge us, teach us, guide us into the mystery of 
lifelong learning.  Amen. 
 
Darryl had attended the church for several years.  He was a quiet attender and no one had ever 
asked him to do anything.  At one of the church socials, Darryl and I sat alongside one another and 
I got to know him better.  He had not been raised in the church, but felt a spiritual longing.  He 
couldn’t explain it and didn’t understand what it meant, just a sense that something was lacking in 
his life.  That missing element felt nourished as he began to attend church.   
 
He admitted that he didn’t know a lot of the Bible stories, and that he looked forward to coming 
to church to hear something new.  Sometimes he would hear a story and go home to read more 
about what he had heard in church.  He found it fascinating.   
 
Darryl was probably in his mid to late 50’s at the time.  He was a banker by vocation and spent 
most of his work week working with money.  So, on that basis, when it came time for the 
nominations committee to work, I suggested Darryl might be a good addition to our Finance 
Committee.  He seemed delighted that he had been considered to work on a church committee and 
said that he would think it over. 
 



I didn’t have to wait long for his answer.  I penciled him in on the committee, sure that he was the 
perfect fit and that he would accept the invitation.  But when he called, I could tell that something 
wasn’t right.  He explained that he thought he had the talent and ability to serve on the committee, 
but since this was what he did throughout the week, he felt like it would feel less like an opportunity 
to serve and more like work.  But then he surprised me.  Although turning down a spot on the 
Finance Committee, he said that he thought he would like to teach the youth Sunday School.  
Instead of being disappointed, I was delighted!  You can always find someone to serve on the 
Finance committee, but tell someone that you need a volunteer to work with the children’s Sunday 
School and suddenly everyone is looking down at their shoes praying that someone else will accept 
the opportunity. 
 
While this is a sermon about learning, I have to acknowledge that the first person to learn a lesson 
was me.  I had pigeonholed Darryl into a committee thinking this was what he did for a living and 
therefore something he would do to serve the church.  It never occurred to me that he might be 
interested in other areas.   
 
Darryl became the new children’s Sunday School teacher.  And the kids loved him!  He delighted 
in teaching.  He loved to bring biblical stories to life.  Once while teaching about Moses and the 
plague of frogs, Darryl went to several stores and bought plastic frogs of all sizes.  He filled the 
classroom with frogs.  The kids walked in to the room and experienced frogs in every direction.  
Over and over again, the kids would excitedly talk about what they learned in Sunday School.  
Darryl was a creative and inspiring teacher. 
 
The nature of our faith is to be on a lifelong quest.  We are continual learners.  Darryl experienced 
a longing in his fifties that was filled by attending to his spiritual life in a local church.  And the 
enjoyment of that learning was something that he conveyed as a teacher.  In the same way that he 
came home from church and wanted to learn more, he passed on that interest to the children he 
taught. 
 
The Christian life is one of constant learning and growth.  We never reach a point at which we 
have it all figured out.  For every answer we find, there are hundreds of questions waiting to be 
explored.  And if we are curious enough, those questions will propel us to great adventures in 
learning.  
 
That is one of the great challenges of our faith.  I remember an essay written by Maya Angelou 
talking about her faith.  She said that when people tell her that they are a Christian, her first 
response is to ask, “Already?”  You see she didn’t view being a Christian as something we 
ultimately achieve.  More likely, it is something that we spend our life striving to understand and 
come closer to.  Instead of saying that I am a Christian, it would be more accurate to say that I 
hope that each day I draw a little closer to that reality.  But there will always be more to learn. 
 
The opening psalm of the Bible speaks of people of faith as being like mighty trees.  They are 
strong and firm.  But how did they get that way?  Like any great tree, they had to be planted in the 
right spot.  A bit of volunteer corn or wayward petunias may grow in the cracks of the sidewalk, 
but in most instances, it helps to be planted in the rich soil that will nourish growth.  Along with 



that, a strong planting will require much care and nurturing.  The right amount of water and 
sunlight that will stimulate growth. 
 
The parallel that the psalmist is creating is the notion that our spiritual life is just like the growth 
of these mighty trees.  We need the right nurturing and encouragement.  To reach maturity requires 
attention to the growing process. 
 
One of the things I think this means is the willingness and ability to surround ourselves with wise 
people.  While I was in seminary, I served as a chaplain at a nursing home outside of Chicago.  I 
worked every Saturday and Sunday, meeting with and caring for the residents there.  I still 
remember the first Sunday that I conducted a worship service and I felt incredibly out of place.  
What could I possible share with these folks that they hadn’t heard before?  It was humbling to 
think that I had anything worth sharing.  And although they were very gracious, I still feel like I 
gained a lot more than I was able to give. 
 
One of the residents was a pastor who had been forced out of his pulpit because of health concerns.  
He was angry and bitter at the church.  The full time chaplain had not been able reach him, so she 
asked me to give it a try.  With a bit of persistence, I was able to visit with him.  His anger at the 
church was evident.  But he was also curious about what I was studying in seminary.  So, we set 
up a regular appointment each week.  I would come to his residence and we would talk theology.  
They were delightful conversations and I looked forward to what he had to share.  It was like 
having a private seminary class. 
 
I have told you the story about the time he returned to the pulpit and preached in that nursing home 
chapel.  It was an incredibly meaningful event.  But more than that, it was the realization that he 
still had gifts to share, he still had wisdom to impart, he was still needed.   
 
On the last week that I was there, I stopped by Louis’ residence.  I thanked him for the 
conversations and all that he had taught me.  He slowly got up from his wheelchair and walked to 
the little desk and bookshelf that he had.  It wasn’t uncommon in our conversations for Louis to 
do this, picking up a book from his collection, holding it gently in his hands while he read 
something that conveyed just the right words.  But this time, he pulled down a book, opened the 
front cover and then handed it to me.  It was a theological book that we had often consulted.  Inside 
the front cover, was a handwritten inscription reading, “To my friend and colleague in ministry: 
Louis.” 
 
As a young seminarian, I learned a lot from our conversations.  I listened to a seasoned pastor, 
albeit disillusioned by how he had been treated, talk about his years in the ministry.  And I gained 
a lot.  But, I also came to understand that this senior had learned something from me…that I had 
gifts to offer to him.   
 
If we ever think we will reach the point at which we have life and faith all figured out, we are 
fooling ourselves.  There is always something more to learn and sometimes those lessons come in 
the expected packages and sometimes it comes in unexpected ways. 
 



The presence of a library in a church is a reminder that we all have something to learn.  There is 
so much wisdom to be found there…from the writings of John Wesley to the modern writings of 
a Phil Gulley and John Spong, from the biographies of wise people who can teach us so much like 
Malala Yousafzai and Elie Wiesel, from children’s books by authors like Sandy Sasso and the 
inspiring writings of Martin Luther King, Jr. and Howard Thurman.  Where can you find all these 
people?  In our church library.  There is so much wisdom in such a small space.  There are so many 
important life lessons to be found there. 
 
Along with that, the church library teaches us that there is a lot of wisdom to be found in the 
everyday people we meet.  A friend sent me an email this week.  He lives across the street from a 
church that has been having some construction work done.  After his morning coffee he would 
stop by to chat with the workers there.  My friend is very talented and likely was learning new 
skills and ideas from the workers. 
 
But the result of his interest is that he struck up a friendship with the crew chief.  And what he 
discovered was an incredible story.  The crew chief had experienced some hardships as a youth.  
He got into his share of trouble.  He decided that the military might offer the discipline he needed 
in his life.  And for a while that worked.  But he got into trouble and was discharged.  He tried to 
get back in, but the doors were closed to him. 
 
Despite speaking no French, he enlisted in the French foreign legion.  For a while this was a 
positive influence.  But he eventually left.  Through some twists and turns, he eventually returned 
to his home where he got into trouble once more.  He spent more than 20 years in prison.  While 
in prison he studied philosophy and religion.  When he got out of prison, he sought a new 
beginning.  But new beginnings are hard to come by when you have a criminal record. 
 
He was hired by the construction company and quickly rose to crew chief because of his maturity 
and dependability.  My friend learned all this because he was willing to strike up a conversation 
and relationship with this stranger.  And what he discovered was that this stranger had an incredible 
story to offer. 
 
Everyone has something to teach us.  Everyone has something to offer.  I don’t make that statement 
with rose colored glasses.  Some of those teachings might be the power of perseverance and the 
ability to accomplish great things.  Some of those teachings might be warnings of what not to do.  
But wisdom is found in the knowledge of both the things that work and the things that don’t.  The 
wise person is the one who learns that everyone has something important to teach. 
 
The psalm described the wise person as being like a tree planted by the waters.  They draw their 
nourishment from all around them.  They place themselves in positions to learn.  They surround 
themselves with wise people.  They are willing to make mistakes knowing that even our mistakes 
can contain important life lessons.   
 
In closing, we visited some friends this week and they took us to see their church.  It is a beautiful 
old building with some wonderful architectural features.  But in their quiet little chapel, reserved 
for prayer and reflection, there was a symbol on the windows that caught my attention.  It looked 
something like a quotation mark.  They explained that this was a sign to remind them that God is 



still speaking.  I like that a lot.  God is still speaking to us today…as individuals and as a 
community.  And if we are attentive to all those ways God is speaking…through the wisdom of 
the people around us, through the wisdom of great writers, through the lives of sinners and saints, 
we discover that God has something to teach us every day. 


