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                                                                        The Rev. Susan Warren 
 
Friends, I’m sorry I could not be with you, but I’m certain that your session, along with most 

others in our presbytery, made the correct call in cancelling in-person services. If you subscribe 

to Facebook, you can stream a worship service Sunday morning. First Presbyterian and 

Beaumont Presbyterian in Lexington are two to check out. Although I can’t be with you in 

person, please know that I am in prayer for you and am holding you close in my thoughts. Here 

is the message I intended to offer, along with a special prayer. Blessings to each of you, Susan. 

 

           What I Have Learned 

                    Romans 5: 1-11 

 

 Recently I came across a tattered book on the shelf of my study at home entitled How My 

Mind Has Changed. Curious, I pulled it down. It’s a paperback of less than 200 pages – still, the 

$1.25 purchase price gave me a jolt. I quickly checked the publication date and found it was 

copyrighted in 1960. And so I knew I didn’t buy it. I was about 10 in 1960 – and certainly not 

interested in how the minds of prominent theologians had changed. I realized it must be one of 

the books I’d picked up from the “free” table at seminary. Periodically, piles of books would 

appear on tables in the hallways as students cleared out their apartments and professors cleaned 

out their offices. I picked up a lot of books from those tables, although I can honestly say I 

never contributed to any. Jim and I have some sort of genetic disability when it comes to letting 

go of books – books that we’ve read many times but may want to read again some day, and 

books that we’ve never read but plan to pick up when time permits. 

 This particular book contains essays written by famous theologians outlining how their 

views shifted over the years. The title was compelling. I’m always drawn to stories about how 

people change – how they used to see things this way, but now they see that way. Some of the 

writers talked about the decade of the 1950s after World War II when the world was at peace 

but the Cold War was heating up. Others discussed their evolution from as far back as the 

1930s. I’d not heard of several of the writers, but I was familiar with Billy Graham, Reinhold 

and Richard Niebuhr, Paul Tillich, Karl Barth and of course Martin Luther King Jr. The writers 

had only one thing in common: Each had determined that they had been wrong about how they 



understood God, how they understood faith, how they understood society and culture and 

morals, or how they understood the role of the church and religion. 

 Some of the essayists had broadened their views, they had become what we might 

generalize as more progressive or liberal. Others had narrowed their views – and I don’t mean 

narrow in a negative way – but they had begun to see through a more focused lens. 

 Let me give you an example. Martin Luther King, who was writing nearly 10 years after 

he finished his seminary education, talked about how he had been raised in a strict 

fundamentalist tradition. His theological training had awakened in him a more liberal 

perspective, and he considered himself, as he described it, a thoroughgoing liberal. Remember 

we’re talking about theology, not politics. Liberalism as it relates to theology is a belief in the 

natural goodness of humankind, and a belief in the power of human reason. 

 Before long, King began to question his knew-found ideas. In the 1950s he became 

involved in the civil rights movement and came face to face with the power of sin. The more he 

studied history, the more he recognized what he called the shameful tendency of people to 

choose evil. And he came to believe that liberalism had been all too sentimental concerning 

human nature, and that it tended toward a false idealism. It’s not surprising that someone who 

was repeatedly beaten and jailed and had fire hoses and dogs turned on him – as he marched 

peacefully and advocated non-violence – would come to such a conclusion. 

 H. Richard Niebuhr, who was much older – formed in the faith in the 1930s, talked of 

another sort of evolution. Niebuhr wrote that, by the 1950s, he had begun to observe what he 

perceived as a danger that the church – which always had been concerned about idols in the 

culture – was not sufficiently concerned about its own idolatries. Niebuhr feared Christian 

congregations worshipped a god of the “in-group,” rather than the God of all being. He found 

himself moving away from what he perceived as the worship of church and the worship of 

scripture, rather than worship of the God attested to in scripture and worshipped by the church. 

 It’s important that we recognize how all of us evolve in our thinking – our thinking about 

our society, about science, about the nature of humanity and the nature of God – our thinking 

about everything. I’m convinced that God plants within us seeds of contemplation – the instinct 

to ponder ourselves and our world. The ways in which we see things are affected by our 

experiences and observations – like Martin Luther King – but, also, they are guided by our 

prayers.  And our prayers not only are lifted by us to God, they are evoked from us by God. Let 

me say that another way. The prayers that we offer to God are called forth by God – and they 



have much to teach us. So pay attention to your prayers. Notice what comes to your lips in the 

form of prayer, and you will gain great insight into God’s presence within you. 

 Because we live in a world in which new experiences and observations are available to us 

moment by moment – after all, God’s creative forces are always at work – it is no surprise that 

our minds change. Sometimes the change is gradual, sometimes excruciatingly slow. 

Nevertheless, it is ongoing. 

 Let me tell you how my mind has changed. I grew up in an environment that was what 

you’d call well-churched. In my child-like way, I pretty much took God for granted. God was 

there and I was here. I talked and assumed I would be heard. As I grew up, I began to question 

my beliefs. I doubted some of what I’d been taught. And I pondered this problem. 

 By the time I went to seminary, I considered my relationship with God to have achieved a 

level of maturity -- God and I seemed to be getting on pretty well. My ever-increasing faith 

made me want to devote myself to the service of God and God’s people. Becoming a minister 

seemed like the best way to do that. It never occurred to me that life as a minister would be 

anything but fairly smooth sailing. Oh, I knew that life always has problems – all people face 

illness and pain and loss – but I figured the underpinnings would be such that those things 

wouldn’t really matter much. 

 Let me tell you what I learned about that. It’s not true. God doesn’t make it easy for a 

minister, any more than God makes it easy for anyone else. My reasoning mind tells me that 

this is not logical. My reasoning mind tells me that anyone who seeks to serve God, to try in 

some small way to create a better world – anyone who puts forth some effort to living the 

kingdom of God -- will find the way sort of smoothed out in front of them. The path will be 

neat and clear. That’s what my reasoning mind tells me. My experience tells me different. 

 Instead, I learned about anguish and sleepless nights – of feeling at times that I was 

chasing a god who wouldn’t be caught. I learned about evil in the world that was not some 

definable problem that could be handled efficiently and easily simply by a religious plan of 

attack. I learned that this business of discipleship, this idea of picking up your cross and 

following, is a lot more complicated than I thought. It’s hard, this God work. It’s hard. In 

retrospect I should have heeded more closely the message of, say, Martin Luther King or, 

perhaps, Jesus Christ. 

 So this scripture from Romans holds great meaning for me, especially when Paul says, 

“we boast in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance and endurance produces 



character, and character produces hope and hope does not disappoint.” What wonderful words. I 

have learned that they are true. 

 The other morning I woke up early and knew it was useless to try to stay in bed until the 

alarm went off. So I got up and went into the other room. I sat down and stared out the window. 

The moon was full, a perfect circle, low in the sky. It seemed to be peering in at me from behind 

the bare branches of the tall trees that line our street. In the brief time that it took for the moon 

to fade as dawn lit the sky, God slowed down long enough to hold me for awhile. Or maybe I 

slowed down long enough to be held. At any rate, we met. And it was enough.  

 I have learned that becoming a minister did not put God at my beck and call. It did not 

provide me with easy answers or quick solutions to difficult problems. It did not make it any 

less painful to see others suffer. It certainly did not enable me to right the wrongs of the world. 

Still, I have learned that God meets me where I am – in darkness and light, in fear and hope, in 

life and death. God meets each of us where we are. And it is enough. 

 

Dear holy and gracious God, with confidence that you see our fear and despair over the virus 

spreading across many countries of our world and now our own nation, hear our prayer. 

 

We pray for those who suffer from disease in all forms, especially from the coronavirus that 

until recently was not even known to us. We pray for those who are stricken, who are ill and 

suffering. We pray for the caregivers -- the doctors, nurses and support staff; the children who 

care for their parents and parents for their children; the workers who can’t stay safely at home, 

who are keeping us safe and who supply our needs. May we in Christian love be givers, not 

hoarders; may we extend, where we can, help to our neighbors, and accept, where we can, help 

from our neighbors. May we be confident that, in life and in death, we belong to you, and may 

we live with the assurance that love casts out fear. We pray in the name of your son, who lives 

and reigns with you, now and forever. Amen. 

 

 

 


