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Grace and peace to you this day in the name of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 
 
In the early 1900’s, a seminary teacher and his wife fled Europe to escape World War I.  They came to the 
United States where he continued his vocation by teaching in a seminary here.  At first things were difficult as 
his English was not very good.  Soon, though, he became one of the most beloved teachers in the seminary.  
The students loved him because he was warm and gentle, and when he spoke the Scriptures came alive for 
them. 
 
He and his wife were very much in love.  Nearly every day they took long walks together, holding hands.  Their 
example of married life inspired both students and faculty. 
 
After several years, this teachers’ wife died suddenly.  He was struck with a tremendous sorrow.  For weeks he 
would not eat and he no longer took walks.  The seminary president, along with three other friends, visited the 
man regularly.  But their visits brought him little relief.  “Friends,” the teacher told them on one of their visits, 
“I am no longer able to pray to God.  In fact, I am not certain I believe in God.”  After a moment of silence, the 
seminary president said: “Then we will believe for you.  We will make your confession for you.  We will pray 
for you.” 
 
In the days ahead the four men met daily for prayer.  They made confession on behalf of their grieving 
colleague.  They asked God to restore the gift of faith to their dear friend and they continued to visit him in his 
home. 
 
After many months, when they were all gathered in the teacher’s house, the teacher smiled and said to them: 
“Today it is no longer necessary for you to pray for me, Today,” he went on, “I would like you to pray with 
me.” 
 
The truth is none of us make our faith journeys alone.  No matter if we are just beginning, or if we have been on 
the road for many years, there are others there with us to guide us, to teach us, to share the road with us, to help 
us along our way. 
 
In the Old Testament reading this morning it is the old man Eli who helps the young Samuel discern the voice 
of God.  It is the wisdom of old age guiding the vitality of youth.  But it is not always only the old that lead the 
young.  There are times when this gets completely turned around, like the time when a young boy of about 
twelve or thirteen amazes the elders of the temple in Jerusalem.  In the gospel today Jesus finds Philip.  Philip 
then finds Nathanael.  Then Nathanael finds Jesus.  Certainly the repetition of this word “finding” points to the 
chain reaction type of dynamic of bringing others to faith.  One person is found by the faith.  This person brings 
another, who brings another, who brings another – and the beat goes on. 
 
But not one of us goes it alone – not one of us is able to go it alone.  This is the assertion of some of the most 
classic tales of the journey of faith.  Consider Dante’s Divine Comedy.  At the outset of the drama, when the 
poet is ready to embark on his journey to the depths of hell and on to the glory of paradise, his way is blocked 
and he is driven back.  It is only through the guidance of Virgil that he is able to go forward through hell and 
purgatory.  In the end it is only in being led by the hand of Beatrice that he enters paradise and finds Divine 
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Love.  Consider another classic: John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress.  On his way to the Celestial City, 
Christian is aided by a host of guides, from Evangelist, to Goodwill, to Faithful, to Mercy. 
 
Each of us could no doubt run a list of those people in our lives who have helped bring us along our journeys of 
faith: parents, teachers, pastors, friends, spouses, children – a great cloud of witnesses who have been there to 
guide us, to teach us, to share the road with us, to help us along our way.  The manner in which people are 
guided is nearly as varied as the number of guides.  But most often it is not the great orators or the great 
preachers who are the most instrumental for us.  It is those who are the most sincere, those who will take the 
time to understand us where we are, those who show us the way by the way they live themselves.  As St. 
Francis once said: “The commission is to preach the gospel wherever one goes, if necessary using words.” 
 
Sometimes we lead the way for others not by what we do for them, but by what we leave behind for them.  
Once there was a group of backpackers hiking a national park in Colorado.  They were hiking across a series of 
mountains, but clouds and fog made their journey difficult.  The hiking party did not have an official guide.  But 
they found their way across the mountains by following piles of rocks that had been left by other hikers.  They 
made their way across the range moving from one pile of rocks to the next. 
 
Many of us know these famous lines of John Donne (that I will update a bit): “No one is an island, entire of 
themselves; everyone is a piece of the continent, a part of the main … anyone’s death diminishes me, because I 
am involved in Humankind; And therefore never send for whom the bell tolls; it tolls for thee.” 
 
Frederick Buechner once wrote:  

Humanity is like an enormous spider web, so that if you touch it anywhere, you set the whole thing 
trembling … As we move around this world and as we act with kindness, perhaps, or with indifference, or 
with hostility, toward the people we meet, we too are setting the great spider web a-tremble.  The life I 
touch for good or ill will touch another life, and that in turn another, until who knows where the trembling 
stops or in what far place and time my touch will be felt. 

 
We know the parable of the Good Samaritan.  A man is beaten and robbed on the way from Jerusalem to 
Jericho and left to die on the side of the road.  Two men, both countrymen of his and both people of faith, pass 
him by on the other side of the road, refusing to help.  But a third, a Samaritan, one who was both religiously 
and politically alien to the man, crosses the road and gives assistance.  The parable is told by Jesus to answer 
the question: “Who is my neighbor?” 
 
Henry Nouwen pointed out that the answer in the parable is that the neighbor is not the one who is in need of 
the aid, but rather the one who is willing to cross the road to meet someone else where they are.  He wrote: 

We are neighbors when we are willing to cross the road for one another.  There is so much separation and 
segregation: between black people and white people, between gay people and straight people, between 
young people and old people, between sick people and healthy people, between prisoners and free people, 
between Jews and Gentiles, Muslims and Christians, Protestants and Catholics.  There is a lot of road 
crossing to do.  We are all very busy in our own circles.  We have our own people to go out to and our own 
affairs to take care of.  But if we would cross the road once in a while and pay attention to what is 
happening on the other side, we might indeed become neighbors. 

 
I believe that the myriad of ways of bringing others to faith all have this one thing in common: somehow, some 
way, it is always about someone crossing the road for someone else.  And I truly believe that if we as a 
congregation are to be faithful in the mission Jesus places before us, in order for us to be who we seek to be, 
each one of us needs to do our part in crossing the road for someone else. 
 
A colleague of mine tells the following story: 
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Probably the most consistent evangelistic program I have ever personally seen in a local church was one 
that had no evangelistic agenda.  It was the Couples Club at a Presbyterian church in Louisiana.  The club 
met monthly for all kinds of shared meals and parties.  Despite its name it was actually open to singles, as 
well as married couples.  Its members were constantly alert to new people in their neighborhoods or at their 
places of work to bring with them to enjoy the fellowship and meet new friends.  Many people who 
responded to the invitation to join the group and began attending wondered when the pitch was going to be 
made to them about the church.  They became intrigued when that did not happen.  They found acceptance 
in this lively group, no strings attached, and they liked it and were impressed.  Time and again one of these 
newcomers would begin to ask questions about the church and would start coming on Sundays to check out 
the kind of religion being served up there.  Time and again one of these newcomers would respond to what 
they heard and saw and would come to a new or renewed faith in the God they met there. 

 
The thing I find that is at stake for us in this, the thing that is most wonderful in this mission before us, is that 
something happens for both the guide as well as the guided, something happens for both the teacher and the one 
taught, something happens for both the friend and the befriended.  We discover that we become less and less 
focused on what Christ does for us and more and more aware of who Christ is to us; namely, the Friend, the 
Guide, the Teacher – the One through whom we find ourselves connected to God.  And it begins in our finding 
other people – in our crossing the road for someone else. 


