
Finding connections between wise, old King Solomon and the builders of

our church, Kate explores the meaning and importance of our sanctuary in

“Building a Dwelling.”  The message was inspired by the readings of the day,

1 Kings 8:22-30, 41-43 and Psalm 84.              

A couple of years ago when Joel and I
still lived in the parsonage on Church Street, the
doorbell rang early on a Friday morning.  Still in
my pajamas, I had Joel answer the door.  When I
heard the young man on the steps saying that his
father had died the night before, I quickly threw
on a robe and came out.  I asked him to sit down
and within another minute three women
appeared, his sister, his father’s wife, and her
daughter.  One of them looked familiar, and
when I asked if we had met before, she said no,
she was an actor.  At that moment I knew exactly
who she was.  Hollywood had come to our door,
and there I was in my robe and moose pajamas! 

They wanted to plan a service for their
father and husband.  When Joel asked why they
came to us, the son said this:  “Well, he died last
night, and this morning we drove around the area
looking for the most beautiful church we could
find.  We saw your church and a few ladies there
told us where you lived.”  They were looking for
the most beautiful church in town, and they
found us.

I tell you this story because I’ve been
thinking about our church building lately.  It is
quite a draw in the summer when visitors stop in
and ask for a tour, and scores of people take
photos of the outside all year long to bring home. 
This building that we worship in every Sunday is
a tourist attraction, the most beautiful church in
town.  It’s even a part of the logo for “Our Town
Belfast.”  When Senator George Mitchell spoke
here a few months ago, he said it was by far the
loveliest venue in which he’s had the opportunity
to speak in a long time.

Little did we know that the builders of
this church had something in common with wise
King Solomon, centuries before the advent of
Christ.  In our scripture today, Solomon is
standing before the altar in the temple he had just
had built as a dwelling place for God.  He took
many years and spared no expense as the plan

was to move the Ark of the Covenant, the carrier
of the Holy One’s presence for the ancient
Israelites, into the building.  His desire was to
honor God, but also to create a focal point for the
people who wanted to locate God on earth and
physically travel toward their God in prayer and
pilgrimage.

The founders of this church had a similar,
if not so grandiose, plan.  When they came here
from Londonderry, New Hampshire, in the late
18  century, their first order of business was toth

make plans for the land.   They set aside 100
acres for the pastor they planned to call, and for
the church they planned to build.  The original
land is not where this particular structure is built
(that’s a whole other story for a whole other
time), but within a few decades of founding
Belfast, this building was built with love, sweat,
dedication, and, truth be told, a couple of kegs of
special rum punch.  It was built upon a hill, so,
like the temple, it would draw the people’s
thoughts, prayers, and presence toward God. 
And also, apparently, it would draw the grieving,
looking for a place of comfort and honor, the
morning after a parent died.

Now, King Solomon, as you heard last
week, was not only a committed builder, he was
also a man of wisdom.  Hear his words again at
the dedication of the temple:  “But will God
indeed dwell on the earth?  Even heaven and the
highest heaven cannot contain you, much less
this house that I have built.”  

Even in the midst of his demanding
building project, Solomon knew that his efforts
were symbolic; that even bringing the Ark of the
Covenant into the temple would not limit the
living God to that place.  But he also knew that
the people needed a point of reference,
something visible and beautiful, that would
encourage their prayer and devotion to the God
who has led them this far.  And he has the
foresight to know that “foreigners”, people



coming from far away, would be moved by the
place and it would evoke prayer and reverence. 
Solomon prays that their prayers be heard as
well.  So though the temple would somehow
locate God in the Israelites minds, its beauty
would also call out beyond their boundaries to
include all who entered there.

The temple could be a simple tourist
attraction, or, it could be more – a beckoning and
effective symbol of God’s presence on earth.  So
with The First Church.  Now, I need to remind
you of the meaning of symbol – it is not simply
something that stands for something else, like a
logo.  A symbol is something as the definition
goes that “effects what it signifies.”  In other
words, if this church is a true symbol of God’s
presence, then those who experience it, not only
encounter a building, but also meet the living
God.  A symbol, a good and true symbol, causes
encounter with the thing it stands for.

How does our sanctuary then become
more than just a tourist attraction and a carrier of
our past, but a symbol of the living God, one that
blesses everyone who comes here with an
experience of the Holy One?  I think we begin
with three things.  The first is beauty.  The
Psalmist cries “How lovely is your dwelling
place, O Lord of Hosts!”  Beauty is certainly an
invitation to the presence of the Holy.  Be it the
reds and golds of a sunrise, the light in a child’s
eyes, the ocean roiling in a storm, or the tenderly
cared for meeting house on a hill with the steeple
that seems to rise toward heaven, all invite us
into the mind, heart, and presence of God.

The second aspect of the invitation is

welcome.  For all.  As the Psalmist writes “Even
the sparrow finds a home, and the swallow a nest
for herself where she may lay her young at your
altars.”  Birds actually did make their homes at
Solomon’s temple.  And all creatures of the
human kind were welcomed as well – foreigners
and hometown folks alike.  I am thrilled that our
Council will be taking up the plans to replace our
front steps today.  This is about both beauty and
welcome.  Caring for this place is about more
than maintaining a building.  Our sanctuary
should be a symbol, where visitors can get a hint
of the glory of God just by looking up the hill,
and those who desire to enter can do so with ease
and joy.  When my knee is acting up, the front
steps become not a way in, but a barrier. 
Nothing makes people feel less included than an
open door that they cannot walk through.  A
potent symbol of God’s presence would include
both beauty and welcome.

Finally, we become a true symbol of the
presence of God by our love.  If God is love, and
we have on the best authority, this building
should be overflowing with it!  A few weeks
ago, we had a man from Alabama visiting, a
Southern Baptist, and when he left he said to me,
“Well, this was different.  But I cannot deny you
have the Spirit here.”  He encountered God in the
beauty, the welcome, and the love.  I rejoiced
that day!

Now, beauty draws folks to you;
welcome invites them in; and love, love says you
are the real deal.  God dwells here.  It is not
enough to be a friendly church, it is not enough
to be an active church, it is not enough to be
beautiful.  The church reflects the living God it
praises by being a loving church, with a love
that has no barriers or boundaries.  

As for the sanctuary, so for our lives. We
can strive to live in beauty, to open our arms to
embrace the lonely, the marginal, the stranger in
our midst, and then love with all our strength. 
As the church can become a true and effective
symbol of the active presence of God, so can our
lives.  What an extraordinary thing – to live as a
dwelling place for God, and to invite others into
that holy and joyful space.   Amen. 


