
FATHER’S DAY SERMON

My sermon today will not be a typical Fathers Day 
sermon, naming characteristics of a heavenly father and
those of a best human father. Instead, I have chosen to 
talk about those values by which my father lived and 
passed on to me and my brother. I think that is the best
way that I can honor him. 

And also, I am not going to speak about today’s
scripture from the lectionary that Todd just read, as 
impressive as it is. Jesus stops the storm, in other words, 
he has control over the weather or natural world and, of 
course, the Disciples are astounded, even scared. “What 
manner of man is this, one that has the power to change a 
raging storm into a calm sea?” But I have always been
more intrigued with the ongoing relationships Jesus had 
with the people around him, esp. those who came to him 
for help.......people who, at least initially, had no thought 
that he might be the long awaited Messiah. He was very 
outspoken, he performed miracles, he talked about our 
relationships to one another in his parables.......and much 
more. But there was something else about Jesus.......his
presence. This didn’t seem to have much to do with what 
he did, as impressive as that might be, but more to do with
who he “be.” (to use the wonderful black vernacular)

I think I finally came to understand just a bit more
about the idea of a heart presence, when I began to work 
with families who had a disabled child, esp. in one pivotal 
experience I had with the family of a 3 year old autistic
boy. It was a recent diagnosis and the family was 
devastated and bewildered. I spent countless hours
listening to their story, referring them to community
resources for early intervention, matching them with other 
families who had a similar child etc..... They were very 
appreciative of these efforts and at the end of our work 
together, they wrote a letter to the Superintendent of
Schools which was then forwarded to me.

This is what it said: “Linda Warner and her team have
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helped us to understand and find services for our boy, and
we are grateful. But the most important thing she did for
us was to listen to us with her heart when we were telling
her about the painful process that led to a diagnosis of 
autism. Her eyes filled with tears and she didn’t bother to
hide them......somehow, after that, we knew that we were 
really not alone and that we would be ok.”

I think this is the only letter I have kept from that time
in my life, and I learned then a lesson that I have never
forgotten: being really present to another person may be
more important than anything that you do or even any-
thing that you say!!! I think that is the way that Jesus
related to people all of the time, over and over again.

Some weeks ago, I met Patty Sheehan in the kitchen
and we confessed to each other that we had both been 
worrying about Wayne.  You know Wayne.......he is that 
sweet large loving man who often sits in the middle of this 
side on the aisle.  All we really knew about him was that 
he works at Darby’s and loves our coffee hour!!

So the next week, I went down to Darby's and asked 
for him. I told the only person I could find that the church
had been missing him and we were wondering if he was 
ok.  She went to check and came back with the news that
he was visiting Alaska!  Now that was good news because 
it meant he was ok,  and probably having fun with family or 
friends. So the next I went to Darby’s, I took with me a 
note that said we were missing him at church,  hoped that
he was ok. and that we would see him sometime soon.
I signed my name, Linda, and  the “members of  First 
Church.”

I was in luck.  I found him sitting on a bar stool by
himself.  When he caught sight of me he said, “church.” I 
gave him big hug and his card.  “For me?” he said..."this
card is for me?”  I asked if he would like me to read it to
him and he said, “yes, yes, yes.” nearly bouncing off the
bar stool. So I read it to him; I thought maybe he was
going to cry, from excitement and pure joy. Then he said
he could not come to church now because of his job but
that he had had a wonderful time in Alaska, and went 
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there on a big plane.

I know I should have stayed as I'm sure he had lots
and lots to tell me. But I didn’t feel well, and I knew I could
not really listen to him well at that time. But when he does
return to church, today or another day, I do so hope you 
will take the time to listen to his wonderful stories, his 
adventures in Alaska. As I left Darby’s, I could hear him 
saying at the top of his lungs to anyone that would hear 
him “I got a letter from my church.....my  church....my 
church.......my church.” All the way out to my car.

I think that the church at its best is a place where
we can call out to each other with love and with hope, 
and can be a witness to each other’s struggles. But to 
do that, we need to know each other better than we can 
know each other at coffee hour. That is the primary reason
the Deacons thought that Tables for 8 would be so good for
our church.....a means for us to know each other better. I 
think that plan may be faltering and I am not really sure
why.  I know there are many folks in this community that I 
would like to know better, if I felt well enough to do so.

I got thinking about these ideas......of knowing each
other, of listening to each other, of relating to people as 
Jesus did, and wondered if this had anything to say to us 
about Black Lives Matter, an expression that has gained 
momentum during these past months. Let me pause here
to say that Black Lives Matter does not mean that White
Lives Don’t Matter or that Hispanic Lives Usually Matter or
any such thing. Of course, we all matter......all of us.  It
means that we need to shine a light on the racial dispari-
ties in this beloved country of ours, mostly in our urban
areas.  As we all know, in Ferguson and Staten Island and 
Baltimore black men and women are releasing the pent up
rage, mistrust and fear they have so long held inside. And 
some white folks inc. police officers, are also angry, 
defensive and scared. The terrible incident in Charleston 
this past Thursday is certainly an example of that kind of 
rage. We all know that Maine is a very white state, but we 
are all in this boat together:  if the boat tips in one 
direction, we are all likely to lose our balance.
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Kathy had a close college friend, a black man named 
Lonnie, who sang at our Holy Union in Calif. in 2003. He
stayed with us, and during that time, I got the opportunity
to really begin to know him.  One evening, after he had
once again prepared a gourmet dinner for us, and we 
were sharing stories of our lives, I asked Lonnie to tell me
about his father. He paused and looked at me, and then 
quietly said this: “my father was lynched and a fire lit under
him when I was 10 years old. He was accused of following 
a white woman into several Department stores. My sister,
age 8, and I, were with him. When they called out for our
mother, they cut out his tongue. They forced us to watch
by holding open our eyes and holding our heads very still.”
I was shocked; I was deeply ashamed; I was sickened. 
Lonnie and I both started to cry.

This horrible incident happened while his mother was
out of town caring for her sister; she was called immediate
ly. When she returned, all 5 children waited quietly inside
the house. Lonnie said that he still remembers her
screaming from the car as she drove up: “Johnny, Johnny
Johnny.”  After awhile she sat down with the children, and
told them that they must not blame a whole race for the
stupidity and cruelty of a few. When the KKK came to the
house that night and burned a cross on the lawn, she
went our with the hose and extinguished the fire. Then, for
all the world to hear, she sang  “What a Friend We have in
Jesus.” In this terrible event, she turned to the One in 
whom she continued to find solace and meaning.

I have never forgotten Lonnie’s story and I try, when I 
think it is appropriate, to share it. It is a terrible story. I tell 
it because I want to throw a Jesus light on it, and on our 
current racial situation.  I really believe that life’s terrible
tragedies are only redeemed as they are witnessed, even
many years later. This happened over 50 years ago, but 
these intense feelings cannot help but come down
through the generations, and then anger and distrust are
once again are so easily ignited. And this will continue to
happen until we take the time and make the effort to know
one another. It means that we may sometimes have to
take the risk of asking a scary question or two and then,
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attentively and compassionately, listen to the answer, 
even if that answer is full of pain and deep sorrow. The
healing starts with the listening, the presence of heart,
not with the explaining or the fixing.

It reminds me again, and I need frequent reminders, 
of Annie Lamont’s description of grace:  “Grace” she says, 
“means that you’re in a different universe from where you 
had been stuck, when you had absolutely no way to get 
there on your own.” Lonnie’s mother had to have been 
stuck in a universe of such despair and numb anguish that 
only through reaching out for God’s grace could she have 
moved into another place, at least for awhile, of strength
and love.  And Lonnie, altho maybe not still stuck in that 
terrible event, clearly needed to tell it again to a trusted 
friend, to have it witnessed with attention and compassion, 
preferably by a white friend.

Yesterday there was an article in the Bangor Daily 
News about the horrendous killings in the beautiful old 
Queen Emanuel Church in Charleston. SC. It talked about
2 women one black and one white, holding each other: 
one of them said “Where does all this hate come from?”  
And then some weeks ago, Time Magazine did an entire 
cover story about Black Lives Matter with many different views
by many different folks. The featured article, by Joe Klein, 
called Beyond a Simple Solution, answers that question in
this way:  “Absent a truly candid conversation about the 
culture that emerged from slavery and segregation, these
issues will not be solved at all.”  In other words, whether it
is in the hearing of a distraught family’s long medical journey
to a diagnosis of Autism, or to reaching out to and soon listening
to a church member who has been away for too long, or to the 
horrific story of a child watching as his father was lynched,
we are compelled to do as Jesus did:  to listen, to learn, to 
witness, and to find compassion. 
,

Last month, our neighbor, Left Bank Books, hosted a
presentation by George Mitchell, which was held here in our 
church. It was in no way a partisan affair, but a way for Senator 
Mitchell to present and discuss his new book called the Negotiator.
In response to questions, he talked at some length about the 
difficult negotiations in Ireland and now in the Middle East.  One
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of the things I remember most clearly from his presentation is 
this:  the prime negotiator MUST listen carefully and attentively to
both sides, and to every person on both sides. It can make all the
difference between success or failure. 

Recently, I read somewhere that in Scotland when 
leaving church, instead of saying to the preacher, “good 
sermon,” folks say, “I heard you well.”  Isn’t that terrific?
I heard you well!!!  Sometimes I think it would be a good
thing if we ended most of our conversations that way, 
or even started them with this: “I hope to hear you well.”

So I hope you will hold the stories I’ve told you today 
close to your heart this week, uncovering the many layers 
of meaning to be found in them. And that into all our rela-
tionships we bring a presence of heart, and not just one 
of doing and fixing.

In a new book by Rev. Martin Copenhaver, he tells us 
that in the Gospels Jesus asked 307 questions and that he
answered just 3!!!  So let us try to be more like Jesus, who 
was constantly asking questions and listening carefully to 
the answers, then responding in such a way that those 
around him felt the deep comfort and healing  love that 
comes from really being heard.

Amen

By Linda Warner, 6/21/2015
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