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For the last two months, I’ve been visiting all the participants in this congregation. 
I’ve been in homes, on patios and back decks. I’ve  taken walks, sat in coffee 
shops, and gone anywhere else I needed to in order to meet each of you, hear 
some of your stories, and learn about your connection to this congregation. It has 
been such a gift to me, not to mention a great way to start my journey as your 
pastor. I thought I’d begin this morning by listing a few of the gifts and surprising 
facts I’ve learned about this congregation. 
 Who are we? We are health care workers – both current and former. 
Doctors, nurses, hospital administrators. We even have one doctor who was the 
first to successfully identify and treat what has become known as Seasonal 
Affective Disorder – SAD. We are engineers – people who have designed 
automobiles, products, safety equipment, and various systems. We are educators 
– teachers, coaches, school administrators – again, both current and former. We 
are retired military and former intelligence officers. We are graduates of the Ivy 
League, of virtually every college in Michigan, and many other schools coast to 
coast. We are Spartans, Wolverines, Badgers, and even Buckeyes – further proof 
that we are truly open to All! We are musicians – singers, Barbershop 
harmonizers, uke players, guitarists, string players, saxophonists, and more. We’re 
sewers, knitters, quilters, needlepointers, and seamstresses. We are volunteers – 
providing reliable workers for the Rainbow Shoppe, the Bergman Center, the 
Garden Club, the Food Pantry, the Diaper & Personal products pantry, the 
Hospice Board, the Charlevoix Community Foundation. We have mediators for 
Northern Michigan Mediation helping couples through difficult divorces;  we have 
folks running the Friends of the Library and the Library Board, the Great Lakes 
Chamber Orchestra, the Little Traverse Choral Society, Kiwanis, Rotary, and 
virtually every other local and regional organization under the sun! I could go on 
and on, but I think you get the point…Our congregation is filled with gifted, 
talented leaders who are making an enormous difference in the Charlevoix 
community. Well done! Very well done! 
 Part of what we are celebrating this month is the many gifts we’ve been 
given and the ways we’ve been able to use these gifts for the betterment of our 
larger community. Now during this Covid-19 pandemic, many of us have felt 
stifled because we really haven’t been able to use our gifts as freely, as regularly, 
and as often as we used to or as we’d like. Organizations we’ve served for years 



have had to close down, not meet, and greatly curtail the activities that they’ve 
ordinarily done. We all look forward to a time when we can, once again, fully 
deploy our gifts and talents for the benefit of the larger community.    
  That’s one of the reasons I chose the unusual passage from Ezra chapter 1 
as one of our readings for today. That chapter in Israel’s history occurred between 
539 BC and 521 BC. The Israelites had experienced a pandemic of a different sort. 
The mighty Babylonians swept in and completely destroyed their beloved temple. 
In addition, they captured the Jews and enslaved them back in Babylon for years. 
Talk about not being able to enjoy or deploy their gifts! So finally, Cyrus, the King 
of Persia, allowed the Israelites to return to their home, and as they returned, 
their first priority was to rebuild their temple – the spiritual center of their 
community.  
        What Ezra describes in his first chapter is truly moving to anyone who 
understands the context. The Israelites have been separated from their homeland 
and from the center of their religious lives for over 60 years! What Ezra recounts 
as they return is a sort of parade of gifts. All the tribes and families of Israel return 
to Jerusalem with whatever valuables they have left or have been able to scrape 
together. The king of Persia who released them gave them back all the holy 
vessels and valuables Nebuchadnezzar had stolen before destroying the place. It’s 
a beautiful moment. Try to picture it as I read it again: “Then the family heads of 
Judah and Benjamin, and the priests and Levites – everyone whose heart God had 
moved – prepared to go up and rebuild the house of the Lord in Jerusalem. All 
their neighbors assisted them with articles of silver and gold, with goods and 
livestock, and with valuable gifts. Moreover, King Cyrus brought out the articles 
belonging to the original temple, which Nebuchadnezzar had carried away from 
Jerusalem...The inventory included 30 gold dishes, 1000 silver dishes, 29 silver 
pans, 30 gold bowls, 410 matching silver bowls, and a thousand other articles. In 
all there were 5400 articles of gold and silver brought along as the exiles came up 
from Babylon to Jerusalem.” 
       What an incredible moment. After such a long period – nearly 60 years of 
captivity and quarantine, of frustration over being trapped, cut off from the 
places and activities that had always given life meaning – the gifted people of God 
are finally allowed to return home, and the first thing they do is march up to 
Jerusalem – family by family, tribe by tribe – to offer their gifts and their talents, 
their treasures and their savings – to the house of the Lord. It’s a parade of gifts.  
        To some extent, that’s what a stewardship drive is. That’s how a pledge drive 
should culminate – with all the families of this church lining up with their gifts – 



time, talent, and treasure – and marching up to their house at 101 State St. That’s 
what we’re going to do next week, by the way, at the conclusion of this pledge 
drive. We’re going to line up right here during the offering, family by family, and 
bring our completed pledge cards up for a formal dedication ceremony. If you 
haven’t had a chance to turn in your completed yellow card yet, please be sure 
and do so by next week and bring your card for the formal dedication ceremony.  
        I hope you all realize that one of the main reasons I chose to come and serve 
here is because of how gifted this congregation is and because of the way that 
you have all been using your gifts out there in the Charlevoix community. Now I 
am well aware that there are many churches – and a good many pastors – who 
would look at all this volunteer work you are doing out there in the community 
and say, “Well, that’s all well and good, but it’s not really the work of the church.” 
Such pastors might say, “We need you to volunteer HERE, in God’s house for it to 
be the work of the church.” Well, I don’t see it that way – not at all. In fact, I see 
all that good work you are doing “out there” as the work of the church, as the 
ministry and legacy of this church! The way I see it, the good work you are doing 
out there is a tangible, concrete expression of the very things we talk about and 
work on “in” here. Volunteering your time and your gifts with various community 
service organizations is an important way of putting your faith into action. You are 
living out your faith in a Monday through Saturday way. Here at this place – on 
Sunday’s and at other times – we rest, we refuel, we encourage each other, we 
hear the stories from scripture and from each other’s lives, we pray for each 
other, and we prepare to go back out there and do even better next week than 
we did last.  
       Today we are celebrating not only the gifts you all have, but your 
demonstrated willingness to put those gifts to use in the service of others. And 
we’ve got a heck of a lot to celebrate where that is concerned. I sometimes wish 
we had a huge, posted list in Ransom Hall of every service organization in 
Charlevoix, and then, under each organization, we had the names of all the folks 
in our church family who are serving that particular organization. That would be 
cool! Talk about a parade of gifts! Keep up the GREAT work out there, folks! You 
are making a difference. You are putting your faith into action! 
 I mentioned that there are a lot of Christian churches and pastors out there 
who don’t consider serving in community organizations as the work of the church. 
They see such work as “secular” rather than “sacred,” as “of the world” rather 
than of the church, “man’s” work instead of God’s. That perspective reminds me 
of a great story – the story of Faithful Phil. Faithful Phil lived down in New 



Orleans, and one day a huge hurricane was predicted to come ashore. People 
were being evacuated in advance of the storm, but Faithful Phil refused to leave. 
He said, “I have faith in God. God will save me.” Soon the waters started to rise, 
coming under people’s front doors and flooding the 1st floor of their homes. Boats 
were coming through the neighborhoods to pick up any stragglers who had not 
evacuated. “Phil,” they screamed. “Get into our boat or you’ll drown!” “No, no,” 
Phil replied. “I have faith in God. God will save me.” The boat moved on. Soon the 
water had risen up to the second floor of the homes in Phil’s neighborhood. 
Another boat came up to Phil’s house. “Phil!” they yelled. “Get in! There’s no end 
in sight.” Faithful Phil replied, “No. I have faith in God. God will save me!” The 
boat went on. Soon, the entire house was under water. Phil stood on the peak of 
his roof, precariously balanced, with the water up to his neck. The third boat 
came. “Phil, this is your last chance. You’ve got to swim to our boat or you’ll 
drown!” But again, Faithful Phil said, “No! I have faith in God. God will save me!” 
The boat left, and, sure enough, Phil drowned.  
 Up at the gates of heaven, Faithful Phil was pissed off! He paced up and 
down the street, rehearsing his tirade for when he finally got to see God. When 
that moment came, Phil let God have it. “I can’t believe you left me there to 
drown! I had faith till the very end! How could you have not come to my rescue! 
Some God you are!” God replied, “Phil, what do you want? I sent you 3 boats!” 
 Phil’s problem was that he had made too hard of a separation between the 
sacred and the secular. He didn’t understand that God works through people, 
through human organizations and agencies to get good things done. You all are 
working through human organizations and agencies to get good things done. You 
are the boats; you are the rescue workers. Today and this month we celebrate 
you and the ways you are using the gifts God has given you to make this part of 
the world a better place. Our hope is that all of us will be just as generous with 
our checkbooks and our investment accounts as we’ve been with our time and 
talent, so that, working through this church, God’s will may be done on earth as it 
is in heaven. Amen. 




