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     “Be still, and know that I am God.” On this Sunday before Thanksgiving, we are 
preparing to enter the holiday season. Whether you are cleaning and sorting years of 
accumulation in preparation for a move or whether you are visiting family, baking 
cookies, shopping or hosting grandchildren, these words are particularly auspicious. 
“Be still and know that I am God.” 
 
     I was telling my sister last week that I was going to preach a sermon on Psalm 46 
and I wasn’t sure what angle I was going to take. She suggested that we know God 
through the kindness of others. Then she told me a story, a heartwarming story of 
something that recently happened to her. It’s not a huge thing that happened, but it is 
about kindness.  
 
     Before I tell you my sister’s story I want to ask if you saw the article about kindness 
in Wednesday’s Chicago Tribune. The article was sub-titled “In our chaotic world, little 
acts of warmth can be balm for all parties.” The article goes on to explain that we often 
don’t know the positive impact simple acts of kindness can have on others. It begins 
with an anecdote about a woman named Erin who was having a bad day. Her sister-in-
law apparently had just passed away. After sitting in her car and crying, Erin finally 
pulled herself together and decided to get a cup of coffee at a nearby Starbucks. The 
barista she ordered her coffee from was also having a bad day – the espresso 
machine had just broken down and the barista was clearly stressed. The woman Erin 
smiled, ordered her coffee, and encouraged the barista to hang in there. After picking 
up her order, she noticed a message on the cup: “Erin,” the barista had scrawled next 
to a heart, “your soul is golden.” In recounting this story Erin recalled that this small 
and unexpected gesture from a stranger, who had no idea what she was going 
through, moved her deeply.   
      
     Some of you know that my sister, who lives in Maine, has pancreatic cancer. This is 
not good – in fact it is going to be fatal. By the time pancreatic cancer is caught it’s 
almost always a stage 4 cancer and can’t be cured. When she was diagnosed this past 
February, my sister was given six to twelve months to live. She has done amazingly 
well – well enough to begin to get to know a new granddaughter who was born in June, 
and well enough last week to get a pedicure.  
     This story is about her pedicure. My sister had to warn the manicurist to be careful 
about cutting her toenails as the skin on her feet and toes is very fragile from her 
recent radiation and chemotherapy. My sister was telling me that the warning about 



cutting her toes led into a conversation about my sister’s health and this led into 
conversation about how my sister is coping. The bottom line is that my sister is coping 
pretty well right now. It helps that she is a person of faith. She has a dear friend who is 
a hospice chaplain and a sister who is a minister. Unsurprisingly, my sister and the 
manicurist ended up talking about God. 
 
     As my sister picked up her purse to pay for the pedicure, she was surprised by the 
manicurist saying, “This one is on me. I have so much enjoyed our conversation. You 
have helped me more than I have helped you.” My sister was floored. She certainly 
wasn’t expecting anything like a complimentary pedicure. This was a regular nail salon, 
not hospice. My sister tried to argue with the manicurist, but finally the two of them 
agreed that my sister would pay it forward, and they both left the interaction feeling 
really good about life and about God. 
 
     Our psalmist this morning says, “There is a river whose streams make glad the city 
of God…God is in the midst of the city.” God is indeed in the midst of a city, in a nail 
salon in Rockport, Maine. And God was here in our midst on Monday when forty-seven 
people ate the delicious bread that newer member Don Lennie kindly made for the 
Prime Timers’ soup luncheon. God was here when Carol Borysowicz arrived at the 
luncheon with chocolate chip cookies that she made for the group from the kindness of 
her heart. God was in Brookfield on Monday when ninety-seven-year-old Barbara 
Ballinger was granted her wish to die in her sleep. And God was here in our city of Oak 
Park when Sher Spooner on Monday was well and healthy, able to make delicious 
chicken noodle soup after struggling and healing in the last year from lymphoma. 
 
     My sister’s diagnosis has been hard for me. She lives far away and in recent years 
we had become somewhat estranged. But her illness has brought us close. I now have 
the relationship with my sister that I wish I’d always had. I’ve been visiting my sister in 
Maine once every three or four weeks ever since she was diagnosed with cancer in 
February. It feels like the right thing to do, the kind thing to do, and I don’t want to have 
any regrets after she is gone. 
 
     Seeing her makes me think a lot about the Easter story. I haven’t been thinking 
about the glorious resurrection that we celebrate on Easter morning, but the darkness 
that came before. I know of no darker moment in the Bible than the moment Jesus in 
his agony on the cross cries out, “Father, why have you forsaken me?” In that moment 
of his last railing, Jesus must have felt betrayed and completely abandoned by God, a 
parent he always felt loved him deeply and absolutely. Like many of us who have lost 
our dearly beloved mothers and fathers, spouses, children, siblings, and friends, Jesus 
knew the confusion of imperfect mortal understanding. And like us, how terrible that 
must have been and how alone he must have felt on the cross. As I have watched my 
sister in pain, as I have witnessed her tears of grief for the grandchildren she is not 
going to get to see grow up, and as I have struggled with lives taken too soon or with 
too much pain or with those who die alone, I confess that I too have cried out to God, 



“God, why do you forsake us? God, why do you let innocent people, good people, 
God-loving people suffer? Why do nice children from nice families struggle with drugs? 
Why do bright, caring children die before their parents? Why do so many families suffer 
from estrangement and broken relationships?”  
 
     When we feel abandoned, alone, and lost, what’s left to us? What do I have, what 
do you have, what does my sister have, what do any of us have except the 
overpowering temptation to curse God and to blame God for the dark night where we 
have been led. We want to blame God for our misery and cry out to God for not caring. 
What’s left when that which we most love has been taken from us? 
 
     I will tell you what’s left – three profound blessings. In his first letter to 
 the Corinthians, Paul tells us exactly what they are: faith, hope, and love. These gifts 
are the foundation of eternity and God has given us complete control over them. Even 
in the darkest night of our soul it’s still within our power to hold faith. We can still 
embrace hope. And although at times we may feel unloved, we can still stand steadfast 
in our love for others and for God.  All this is in our control. God gave us these gifts and 
God does not take them back. It is we who choose to discard them. 
 
     In your dark night, I urge you to hold to your faith, to embrace hope, and to bear 
your love like a burning candle.  Your love and your kindness will light your way. 
 
     And whether you believe in miracles or not, you will experience one. It may not be 
the miracle you prayed for. God probably won’t undo what’s been done. The miracle is 
this: one morning you will get up and be able to see the beauty of the day. Jesus 
suffered the dark night and death. Yet he saw the dawning of a new day, and you and I 
will too. 
 
     My sister will not recover and I know that many of you know someone who is 
physically or emotionally struggling. Some of those we love will recover and some 
won’t. We will cry. We will be angry with God. But we will remember that God is our 
refuge and our strength, a very present help in times of trouble. Therefore, we will not 
fear. 
 
     In the coming weeks of the holiday season, we will remember to be still and know 
that God is with us. Through the grace of God we can endure our own dark night and 
rise up in the morning to the beginning of a new day. In this City of God, First United 
Church of Oak Park, God will be our help when the morning dawns. I invite you, my 
dear friends and colleagues, to rejoice with me in the divine grace of God. The God of 
hosts is with us and the God of Jacob is our refuge. 
 

Amen.      
 


