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Philippians 1:2-11 

 

 

 

 

 

2 Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 3 I 
thank my God every time I remember you, 4 constantly praying with joy in 
every one of my prayers for all of you, 5 because of your sharing in the gospel 
from the first day until now. 6 I am confident of this, that the one who began a 

good work among you will bring it to completion by the day of Jesus Christ. 7 It 
is right for me to think this way about all of you, because you hold me in your 

heart,[a] for all of you share in God’s grace[b] with me, both in my imprisonment 
and in the defense and confirmation of the gospel. 8 For God is my witness, 
how I long for all of you with the compassion of Christ Jesus. 9 And this is my 

prayer, that your love may overflow more and more with knowledge and full 
insight 10 to help you to determine what is best, so that in the day of Christ you 
may be pure and blameless, 11 having produced the harvest of righteousness 

that comes through Jesus Christ for the glory and praise of God. 

 
 

One day I attended a retirement party for my college advisor, and my eye 

caught an empty chair next to an old friend, Dayne.  Dayne had recently lost a 

mayoral race to a convicted felon and ran again.  He talked to me about loss, 

broken systems, resiliency, and his passion to bring people together for good.  

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Phillipians+1%3A2-11&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-29352a
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Phillipians+1%3A2-11&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-29352b
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Listening with me was our mutual professor, Ron Dorr, and I re-introduced 

myself to him.  He mentioned his church was looking for an assistant minister, 

and our conversation continued.  I had heard about the beloved Presbyterian 

Church of Okemos for years, from my mentor and friend, Larry Farris.  And 

thus began visits to the church and exploratory conversations, with Rob 

Carlson, the personnel committee, my United Methodist district superintendent 

and the committee on ministry for the presbytery.  Even though my Bishop 

granted our request and appointed me here, it was a mystery in Methodism to 

many, and a head shaker for the Presbyterians.  

 “It was an experiment,” I thought.  You had other words for me.  “There 

are no coincidences,” you still say.  Some of you liked to use a ‘P’ word that was 

not in my vocabulary, “predestined.”  My favorite was John Duley’s, “Expect the 

ever-present possibility of the intrusion of the unexpected.”  

You welcomed us all--Mike and Jonathan and Grace –my parents and 

Christina and Neil, and Mike’s parents.  Many of you greeted them warmly by 

name –even my Aunt Dotti and Aunt Helen and Uncle John--granted some of 

you knew them before me.  You gave our young children space to run, sing, 

play, learn, and lead.  She gave them opportunities with the other kids to help 

write the pageant and VBS skits, and her costumes were like no other.  You 

taught them your love of justice work, mission trips, and fundraising. You 

supported Grace when she organized a youth mission trip through Habitat to 

the Upper Peninsula.  Jonathan’s earliest compositions were written for Sandy 

and the children’s choir, and Jean Kocher started him playing guitar by giving 
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him her own.  You not only attended our kids concerts, you hosted them—MSU 

Children’s choir and the Kalamazoo College Singers. In packing my office, Mike 

and I found Sunday School art projects, hand-written notes, and pictures of 

choirs, trips, people, worship, and pageants.  Thank you. 

You hired me to help with the Deacons.  And you introduced me to the 

concept of an ordained office of compassion in the church.  Since Deacons 

rotate, most of you have, are, or will be Deacons.   You came alongside me to 

serve communion to shut-ins, visit the dying and reached out to the hurting—

and during COVID you increased expressions of care.  We studied books and 

learned from each other and expanded our gaze.  “Can you bring that Deacon 

thing back with you?” ask my United Methodist district superintendents.   

I wasn’t here too long before Judi Harris explained over coffee ‘we’ were 

starting a high school program for refugees.  Really?  I wondered. You can just 

do that?  See a need, name it, and organize for it?  The church had been 

tutoring newcomers, and applied for a grant from the Synod, and Paula Frantz 

volunteered, literally, to lead the Global Institute of Lansing.  John Duley and 

Tom Schaberg told me about Edgewood Village and decades of organizing for 

racial, economic, and educational justice.  “How did you get started?”  I asked 

John.  “Oh, I was a campus minister and wondering what in the world we 

could do.  We started reading and asking how we could help --and one thing 

led to another.”   Jerry Veldman kept us up to date on Presbyterian medical 

mission around the world, including his work developing a nursing school in 

Haiti.   Andrea and her husband Richard poured their resources into building a 
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school for girls in his home village in Kenya.  After a passionate sermon, Ellen 

Hoekstra thought maybe I could speak beyond these walls.  She had more 

confidence in me than I had about that.  But with careful coaching, and a 

strong nudge, John Duley and I were dressed in clerical collars and heading to 

the state capital.  And the list goes on.  “Do they ever intimidate you?” Dad 

asked me once, about you.  “They teach me.  They inspire me.  They take me 

along with them.”    

I was hired to help with adult education, and you planned study series 

around current issues.  No wonder then, when hate speech rose, and 

Stephanie Nawyn published that white churches contribute in this, we looked 

around to imagine what we could do.  That is just who you are.  And together 

we studied, organized, and networked.  We started ongoing conversations with 

members of the Islamic Center, community wide prayer vigils, and advocacy 

and fundraising for refugees.  You tell me that I brought these to you, but my 

dears, that is what I was thinking about you . . . 

When I asked some of you about joining me in a contemplative prayer 

class, you were not sure it was Presbyterian.  The Methodists would say the 

same thing, and often marveled at my stories of what we were doing over here.  

The practices of praying with silence, scripture, reflection, journaling, and 

careful listening are ancient.  We laughed, cried, and celebrated the gift of it all 

this week --and marveled at the grace in it.  

About once a month I would preach.  When I took risks, you supported 

me.  When I spoke truth, you said thank you.  You heard me even when I 
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sighed.  Your nods gave me courage to be authentic, vulnerable, and bold.  And 

then there was the time during a series on Reformation, I claimed my distinct 

United Methodist theology and heritage from the pulpit.  I don’t know who was 

most startled when you responded with a standing ovation.  I think it was an 

expression of your embrace, as I claimed my ‘otherness.’  Our ecumenical 

partnership surprised us with joy.   

And the staff, Pastor Peggy Casteel-Huston has brought freshness, 

leadership, and movement in a critical time.  I am grateful for the initial 

welcome of Rob Carlson, and for the time we shared in collaboration.  I have 

been blessed by the creativity and artistry of Sue Schnackenberg, and the joy 

of swirling ideas with her.  Laurie Horstman put announcements together even 

with last-minute additions.  Anna Thiel joined us this summer and helped us 

communicate with her skills and experience. Edward assured me many times 

not to worry, as he rolled up his sleeves to help with mice, mold and COVID.   

Marlene’s skilled musicianship and Chris Doemel’s gifts keep expanding us.  

Blessed by many MSU choral students, how fortunate we were that Connor 

Koppin, with Natalie and Maria, found a safe way to share their incredible gifts 

of vocal music during worship this year.  Ben Baldwin moved to Dallas yet 

stayed on staff to learn to edit worship videos and assist the youth.  And a 

special thank you to the personnel committee, and chair Emily Conroy-Krutz 

during so many transitions in an incredible year. 

As the needs rose this past year, so did you, dear church.  And you 

continue.  I wish I could name you all.  Know that I remember you and hold 
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you in my heart.  Adapting to a pandemic, worshipping online and all that 

involves, learning new skills, sending cards, creating COVID guidelines, 

teaching classes via Zoom, sending out sermons in the mail, packing lunches 

for Advent house, collecting school supplies, care giving and homeschooling, 

taking on leadership, cleaning out cupboards, files, and membership rolls, 

increasing giving, and hanging in there.  Together you have sustained and 

strengthened the ministry of this church beyond these walls.  You are all 

incredible.  “Do they intimidate you?”  “They inspire me, Dad.”    

I came to you for temporary shelter and you gave me space to share my 

gifts and the flexibility I needed to care for my family.  Your supportive embrace 

was like a cocoon.  I have wings to spread.   You have gifted me with a 

sabbatical, which is such a Presbyterian gift.  And I look forward to the renewal 

time.  I have packed my boxes, because when my sabbatical time is over, so is 

my service with you.  I will return to greet you at the that juncture sometime in 

May.  And Grace and Mike will continue with Sunday School through the end 

of the school year and we will join you to celebrate youth Sunday and 

graduation. 

The word goodbye originally meant, “God-be-with-ye.”  Good-bye is a 

blessing of love.  A gift that a departing pastor and congregation give one 

another is space.  And that open space gives room for more goodness, and 

learnings and growth.  I will forever cherish the love and learnings we have 

shared.  The space between us is holy space.   
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 I thank my God every time I remember you . . . I am confident of this, 

that the one who began a good work among you will continue. (Philippians 1:3-

4) Amen. 

  

 


