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“A Pencil in the Hand of God” 

Texts: Jeremiah 1:4-10 and Luke 4:21-30 
 
In the pilot episode of the television show “The Middle” Frankie is questioning whether her 
husband still loves her.  He is a bit of a stoic individual and not outwardly vocal about his 
affection.  When asked if he still loved her, Mike replied, “I told you I loved you the day I 
married you.  If anything had changed, I’d let you know.” 
 
 In the premarital counseling I provide to couples getting married, one of the things I ask them to 
do is to tell me the positive qualities about this person they are marrying.  What do you admire?  
What do you respect?  What do you appreciate?  What makes them special?  Thankfully, most 
couples have no difficulty coming up with answers.  They will point out the qualities that made 
them say they want to spend their lifetime together. 
 
I ask couples to do this for several reasons.  For one, I want to encourage them to articulate these 
qualities.  It is good to focus our attention on the positive things about the people around us.  
Quite often we can be quick to point out the faults and shortcomings, not only in others, but in 
ourselves.  Sometimes it is good to change our perspective and focus on those positive qualities. 
 
The other reason I ask couples to do this is that it is good for their partner to hear these words.  It 
is nice to hear someone say kind and complimentary things about you.  I ask couples to share 
these positive qualities so that the partner can hear these kind words. 
 
It is also an opportunity to remind people of a therapist who says that in any healthy relationship, 
whether it is a marriage, a friendship, a co-worker, you need a seven-to-one ratio of the positive 
to the negative statements.  One of the qualities of a healthy and lasting relationship is the ability 
to share seven positive things with the other person…good qualities, positive traits, things you 
admire and respect…for every negative statement.  That ability makes it possible to receive those 
negative statements or critiques without becoming defensive or feeling bullied.   
 
I encourage couples to look for those opportunities to say to continue the exercise of naming the 
positive qualities on a daily basis.  And the truth is, those positive statements aren’t only verbal.  
It can be something as simple as a look, a laugh, a smile, a touch, reaching out and taking 
someone’s hand, a playful wink…those little things that remind the folks around you that they 
are special. 
 
In a recent book I have been reading about happiness, the author noted that there is one 
American corporation that when you are hired provides each employee with a happiness file.  It 
is a smile file folder, but they are given the instruction to write down the positive things they see 
and hear each day.  It is about focusing on the positive things. 
 



So, if it is true that our relationships need that kind of positive reinforcement, isn’t it equally 
possible that our spiritual relationships need that same positive support? 
 
Too often sermons focus upon the anger of God, the ways in which we have messed up, sinned, 
fallen short.  And what we hear emphasized in such sermons is that we deserve to be punished.  
We begin to live with a sense that God is an angry God just waiting and watching for us to mess 
up so that we can be properly punished.  But what if God isn’t like that?  What if God isn’t a 
vindictive judge wanting to point out our shortcomings, but a loving God that wants us to know 
that we are beautiful creatures, each and every one of us. 
 
In his book, “Unlearning God” Philip Gulley writes about the ways in which his faith has 
changed and evolved as he has matured.  In a chapter entitled, “God Needs Anger Management” 
he writes about the images of the angry, vindictive God that he often heard growing up.  But as 
he got older, he felt that God wasn’t like that.  Although such images have been emphasized in 
churches and sermons throughout the ages, the Bible bears witness to a loving God who cares for 
each of us.   
 
One of Gulley’s earliest memories occurred when he was around five years old.  It was well past 
midnight and he had awakened.  He left his room and walked to his parents’ bedroom where he 
found his mother sitting in a chair mending his clothes.  She was sewing the places where he had 
torn his clothing.  Years later, when reading Genesis 3 where God was making clothes for Adam 
and Eve, he thought of his own mother.   
 
Looking back he states that God’s judgement is always tempered by a healthy dose of love.  
“God is not an angry father, beating his children into submission.  God is a mother sewing 
clothes for her children late into the night.”  What a beautiful image.  Rather than being aware of 
our brokenness, we become aware of God’s love and grace. 
 
This is a message we need to hear over and over again.  You are loved.  In many ways, it is the 
message that Jesus shared through his ministry.  The world is filled with people who feel 
unworthy, unlovable.  In their minds they are thinking of all those negative things that reinforce 
their unworthiness.  One of the difficult tasks facing us is the ability to overpower such 
negativity and assure people that they are loved. 
 
Jesus would try to do this in his ministry.  But even before he began his work, he faced 
naysayers.  In a continuation of the reading we heard last Sunday, Jesus has read from the 
writings of Isaiah.  The words there say that God has come not to make us feel guilty, to make us 
feel worse about ourselves, to point out all the shortcomings that are known and unknown.  God 
has come to bring good news.  That is what Jesus proclaims.  He will begin his ministry with 
good news to all God’s people.   
 
But upon speaking those words, there were doubters.  He is nothing but a carpenter’s son.  What 
does he know?  Their statements don’t only cast doubt upon Jesus, but upon the message he has 
come to proclaim. 
 
Remaining with the writings of the prophets, Jesus will point out that God often chooses the 
most unlikely people to bring a positive message.  He points out the story of the widow of 
Zarephath who takes in the prophet Elijah.  If you’re not familiar with this story, it is a great one.  



During a time of great famine, Elijah has been run out of Israel.  He flees to Sidon where he is 
taken in by a widow.  The widow is so down on her luck and lacking in hope that she is 
preparing to eat her final meal.  She has given up hope that things will ever get better.  But for 
the sake of this unknown stranger she feeds him, cares for him, gives him hope that neither of 
them had and restores both his and her will to live.  God worked through this widow to bring 
great things. 
 
Jesus also cites the story of Naaman who is cured of leprosy.  Again, it is a story lacking in hope, 
but filled with the promise of God’s compassion upon one in need. 
 
To those who doubted Jesus and saw him only as a carpenter’s son, he reminded them that God 
has a history of working through the most unlikely of people.  One he didn’t cite was the reading 
from the prophet Jeremiah who, upon finding out that God has called him to be a prophet, began 
to doubt his abilities.  He went so far as to say he is just a child.  He doesn’t have a clue about 
what God is asking him to do.  His doubts are internal.  Surely God can find someone better 
suited for this task. 
 
And this is where these texts come into connection with our lives.  God is every day trying to tell 
the world that we are loved.  And God shares that message in many different ways.  It is written 
in the scriptures, that is certain.  But God is also telling us and all the world through messengers 
like each of us.  We have been entrusted with this important message to let folks know that they 
are lovable. 
 
Mother Teresa expressed it so well when she wrote, “I am a little pencil in the hand of a writing 
God who is sending a love letter to the world.”  Your life is God’s way of continuing to send 
little messages to the world that say, “I love you.”  We have been entrusted with a wonderful 
opportunity to share this message of love with all the world.  We do it when we stop to care for 
someone in need.  We do it when we sit silently with someone facing a difficult time.  No words 
are exchanged, but love is present.  In a visit with one of our shut-ins this week, the woman 
commented that she had received several cards from members of the church.  She couldn’t bear 
to throw them out but had read them repeatedly.  She said that she felt that each card was filled 
with love and it felt like a little hug to open them are re-read the kind words.  In so many ways, 
we get to be the messengers of God’s love. 
 
Let me close with Wendell Berry’s wonderful novel, “Jayber Crow.”  This book tells the story of 
a young man who set out to become a pastor.  Along the way, he encountered doubts about his 
calling.  He left seminary and became a barber in a small town.  And in the life that follows, 
Wendell Berry is making the point that Jayber was just as much a minister in his role as barber as 
he would have ever been working in the church. 
 
Jayber is reflecting upon John 3:16 and the statement that God so loved the world that he gave 
his only Son that the world might believe.  He notes that most preachers focus upon the latter 
part of this verse and its call to believe.  But he says, “Where I hung now was the first part.  If 
God loved the world even before the event at Bethlehem, that meant He loved it as it was, with 
all its faults.”  He was talking about unconditional love.  He was talking about God’s love for the 
world in general and each of us in particular. 
 



Two thousand years ago, God sent a love letter to the world.  In the person of Jesus he said to all 
the world, “I love you.”  But the letters haven’t stopped.  They continue to be sent through the 
most unexpected of messengers.  Through you and me.  God’s message is this love is still there 
for us all.  May we be faithful messengers of that precious love letter. 


