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This morning we are looking into a letter of the apostle Paul, written in about 56 AD 
to a little Christian church in the city of Corinth in Greece – a church Paul himself has 
planted.  He tells the people there that he has received word that they are 
“quarreling.”  Well, as you look at the letter you see that there is a lot more than 
quarreling going on – these folks are class-minded, and petty, and promiscuous and, 
of course, all of that has led to a lot of jealousy and, more than that, it has led to 
lawsuits going on among church members.  I mean, it’s not a church anymore -- it’s 
become an total mess.   
 
So right in the middle of his discussion about these problems Paul drops in these 
three verses that are part of the lectionary passage set for us today – just three little 
verses, but they are kind of eye-popping – especially if read out of context. But now 
that you know a little of what’s up in Corinth, let me read them again.   
 
9 I mean, brothers and sisters,[a] the appointed time has grown short; from now on, let even 
those who have wives be as though they had none, 30 and those who mourn as though they 
were not mourning, and those who rejoice as though they were not rejoicing, and those 
who buy as though they had no possessions, 31 and those who deal with the world as 
though they had no dealings with it. For the present form of this world is passing away. 
 
Time is short. This world is passing away.  Are you happy? Mourn.  Do you have a lot 
of possessions?  Act as if you live in a tent.  Are you employed?  Act as if you’re on 
permanent vacation.  Are you married?  Act as if you were single.   
 
Well, you read that last one and you think, “THIS is going to get ugly fast.” 
 
You have a family?  Well, act as if you have no responsibilities to anyone.  The time is 
passing away.  We are close to the end of time.  The language that divinity school 
types use to describe this kind of thinking is eschatology.  It means, last things.  
Endings.  History winding down.   
 
Well, here at Wasatch we don’t get into that kind of thinking very much.  We’re 
very professional, very sophisticated. We have one or two degrees, or maybe 
more.  We leave that kind of end-times, alarmist, crazy-talk to the evangelicals 
and fundamentalists, right?  We leave it to the people who bought all those 
poorly written books about the end coming and being left behind.  We’re above 
all that, right?   
 
 
 
 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+Corinthians+7%3A29-32&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-28501a


I mean, look, here we are, sitting in a quaint looking sanctuary with gothic arches 
carved into the pews and the pulpit, and Tudor beams going all over the place 
above our heads, but really, we think of ourselves as a 21st century cutting edge 
kind of church and we get twitchy and nervous when the preacher brings up 
anything eschatological.   
 
What we talk about, what we come to church for, is not to speculate on the future 
and the end of the world.  We come here to discuss the present, right?  We come 
here to figure out how to better cope with a country that is suffering from 
temporary insanity until, you know, it comes round right again.  We’re here to find 
some wisdom to help us work the present situation more to our advantage.   
 
We’re wondering, how can we tune up our family life?  We want to know how we 
can make our marriages work a little better?  How can we get a little perspective 
so we can stop taking ourselves so darn seriously all the time?  That’s what we 
want from church.   
 
I mean, for those of us at Wasatch, things are functioning relatively well, under 
the circumstances – we pretty much want to know that they are going to continue 
on as they are, with the stock market edging up as it is for at least another year.  
So, I mean, you don’t hear much talk like Paul is spouting here, coming from this 
pulpit.   
 
Paul says, if you are happy, grieve.  If you have a family, live as if you were 19 
again.  Paul is saying that because of the coming of Christ, the whole world is 
topsy-turvey.  It’s flipped on its head.  Everything is now up for grabs.  But for us 
here, in Salt Lake City in 2018, we aren’t interested in anything half so out of 
control.   
 
But you know, even for us here – we well-adjusted, well-insured, firmly in the 
middle-class or upper middle-class, there are these moments that come along, 
even for us.   
 
I remember a man named Hank in the first church I ever served.  Hank’s wife, 
Margaret, was in church every Sunday. She was a real pillar of the church, but 
we might see Hank once a year at a potluck. Hank was busy running his own 
business.  He had worked his way up from nothing, had a successful business in 
a nice neighborhood south of the church and a day didn’t go by when he wasn’t 
working to improve it, Sundays included.   
 
Well, in the middle of an otherwise ho-hum, normal business day, Hank started 
feeling a numbness on his left side and when he tried to tell one of his employees 
about it, he realized he couldn’t speak.  You don’t have to have a degree in 
medicine to know that Hank was maybe having a stroke.   
 



Now, being the conscientious pastor I am ;)  I went round to the hospital the next 
day to look in on Hank.  He’d already retrieved some of his speech, but his 
recovery was going to take some time.   
 
So, I continued to visit him there in ICU and then in the rehab hospital they put 
him in where he got PT and Occupational Therapy.  And, you know, the week he 
got home he showed up, next to Margaret, in church.   
 
I talked to him after and said how good it as to see him, and he thanked me for 
coming to the hospital.  But he hurried on to say that my visits had nothing at all 
to do with his coming to church.   
 
He said when he felt that numbness and realized he couldn’t speak, he quickly 
got the message that nothing about the stability of his business, or the heft of his 
bank account mattered anymore. He said his whole life passed before him that 
afternoon, lying there in the hospital, and he realized, in a matter of minutes how 
tenuous his grasp on life was, and it had changed him.  And now, back on his 
feet, dragging one of them a little now, he couldn’t go back to his old way of living 
anymore.   
 
All those things he previously thought were so important, now amounted to 
nothing, they were … dust.   
 
What I’m saying here is that something a lot like that happened to Paul.   
On the Damascus road, remember that story? -- where he was met by the risen 
Christ and everything changed for him. The vision of Jesus blinded him, he said, 
and when he opened his eyes a few days later and began to see again, the 
whole world looked different to him.  In fact, it was as if he wasn’t living in the 
same world anymore. It was as though he had died.  In fact, in the places in his 
letters when he refers to that experience he says he doesn’t know if the 
experience was more like a birth or a death because it had elements of both in it. 
His whole world had been rocked; flipped on its head.   
 
And in his letters you see Paul going back through everything he took for granted 
in his earlier life when he was a Pharisee. He’d done a complete inventory of it 
all, and nothing meant the same to him anymore – not politics, not family, not 
money, not marriage, or sex – nothing was the same.   
 
Wil Willimon, commenting on today’s passage, says that when Paul is speaking 
about eschatology “he isn’t so much speculating on the future as he is making a 
claim about the present, about right here and right now.” 
 
Willimon goes further to say that the main difference between the Christian and 
the non-Christian is something like this:  In a sense Christians are living in 
different world.  It ls like we have been let in on a secret about who is really in 
charge, and, according to Paul it’s not Caesar.   



According to Paul, the Christian knows who really sits on the throne of existence 
and where all this is headed.  To be a Christian, then, is to be let in on the last 
act of the play before it occurs.  You know where history is headed.   
 
The world has been flipped on its head, so that when everyone in Utah is saying 
what a great place this is to live, even in a recession because our economy is so 
strong -- it seems almost bullet-proof, we aren’t nearly so sanguine about it all.   
 
Or when all the people on Facebook that we know are growing apoplectic about 
the state of the country, we look at it all and say to ourselves – Hey, this was 
inevitable.  Some things in this country were rotting and left unattended.  This is 
just what happens.  The truth will all come out.  The ship will right itself.  This all 
just had to happen.  And so we are not nearly as anxious as most of our friends.   
 
That’s exactly where Paul is coming down about the future in these 3 verses.  
And it all happened that way because of what happened to Paul when he came 
to meet the Lord of the future face-to-face on that Damascus road.   
 
Now, I mentioned my friend, Hank earlier.  Let me say that you don’t have to 
have a stroke to have your view of the world reordered in a radical way.  Nor do 
you have to have a Damascus road experience. I have met a lot of people over 
the years, who had been in combat in Europe, or the South Pacific, or Korea, or 
Vietnam, or Iraq or Afghanistan who had similar experiences and came home 
and embraced completely different lives than they had ever conceived of 
embracing before going to war.   
 
To give this a Utah context, let me tell you about the Rev. Duncan McMillan.  
After the Civil War, 1866, Duncan McMillian became a Presbyterian minister in 
Illinois.  But he didn’t want a conventional minister’s career in a church.  He felt a 
call to build schools.  More than any other denomination, Presbyterianism values 
education, so his calling fit with his Presbyterian values.   
 
Duncan found out that way out here in Utah there was a crying need for schools 
and educators so he answered the call and came out to Mt; Pleasant, a couple of 
hours (by car) south of here, where he knew a critical mass of people wanted a 
teacher.   
 
Now Duncan knew that this was Mormon territory and he knew that the prophet, 
Brigham Young, didn’t want most of his people going to school past the third 
grade.  He wanted to govern a nation of farmers. But not all Mormons followed 
him in that.  Many wanted more for their children.   
 
When Duncan McMillan arrived in Mt. Pleasant he went first to the post office 
where he knew he would meet a federal employee who might not be a Mormon.  
His hunch was correct, and the postmaster said that for his safety, being a 
gentile, he should sleep in the post office, which he did.  



 
He quickly found people who were happy he was there, and they said that he 
was free to use the one public building in town for his school.  Rev. McMillan set 
quickly to work, building tables and benches, and in a month’s time he had thirty 
students in his one-room school. 
 
Now Brigham Young was not happy with the quick success of the new Mt. 
Pleasant school and he came down to Sanpete County himself to let people 
know that he forbade anyone sending their children to the school.  Everyone 
nodded and agreed.  Brigham Young went back to Salt Lake City and pretty soon 
all or nearly all of the kids were back in Rev. McMillan’s school, which, I’m proud 
to say is still in operation and is now known as Wasatch Academy.   
 
But here’s my point.  I heard that story with pride and fascination and found 
myself wondering what would make a man who was so well educated, leave a 
cushy life in Illinois to go through all the hardships of traveling west and sleeping 
on the floor of a post office and all the danger he encountered out here from 
hostile folk.   
 
Well, I did a little research and found out that Duncan McMillan had served under 
General William Tecumseh Sherman, known for his scorched earth campaign 
near the end of the Civil War.  McMillan had been part of a troop that marched 
through Georgia burning down houses and every public building, including 
schools, on their way to Atlanta.   
 
Now, I have no proof, but I wonder if maybe Duncan McMillan suffered some 
pangs of conscience on that march, and consequently spent the rest of his life 
atoning for what he had participated in as a young union soldier.  I wonder if he 
hadn’t had a conversion experience of a sort that people with tender consciences 
often go through after such experiences.   
 
Now Duncan McMillan could have become a teacher or a professor In his home 
state or region, but somehow he felt a wider call, a larger call to make the world a 
better place for the next generation, a generation he probably felt there was more 
hope for than in his own deeply wounded, war-ravaged, generation.  A 
conversion often manifests in ways that widen an individual, as Paul’s did, taking 
him all over the Mediterranean world.   
 
So, maybe that was why Paul spoke to the Corinthians, saying, “Let those of you 
who are married, act as if you were not.”  And, “Let those of you engaged in a 
demanding career where you are dedicated to making ten million dollars before 
you’re 25, consider doing something else that might render different fruit.”  And 
let those of you who have a family act as if that burden wasn’t your most 
important responsibility.   
 



Maybe Paul is saying that the church should have a bigger notion of family than 
what we normally strictly define as family.   
 
You know I am intensely proud of what we have done here at Wasatch over the 
last few years to build up our church school.  I’m as tickled as any of you about 
that and I owe Hilary and Rebecca such a debt for working so hard to minister to 
our children so effectively.  But, thinking now of Paul, let me also say how proud I 
am that we support the Christian education of our Sudanese children here at 
Wasatch – children who are taught by Jane Hereim and Cindy Stayner on 
Sunday afternoons.   
 
And I am so pleased that Hilary and Rebecca and now Dawn share a common 
vision about ministry to families here at Wasatch.  They know that Christian 
Education is about more than ministry to kids and youth – it involves the support 
and nurture of whole families.  But I am also proud that we open our doors to 
Family Promise families who we offer shelter to right here four or five times a 
year; families who are down on their luck and need a leg up to find a sustainable 
life again.   
 
And I am so proud of our fine Adult Education program here, and the many class 
offering we have every year, and the terrific church library Beth Philips manages 
for us, a library I have never seen the equal of in any church anywhere.  
  
But I am also proud that we have a rejuvenated Prison Ministry group here – 
lovely people (you know who you are) who are currently leading a well-attended 
World’s Religions class at the Utah State Prison.  You people give whole 
Tuesday evenings and sometimes whole Saturdays or Sunday evenings to that 
work that takes the ministry of this church to those who Jesus said we ought to 
be serving as well as ourselves.   
 
You all help us understand what it means that Jesus and Paul redefined the 
notions of family for us in ways that broaden and widen and brighten our world.   
 
I’m going to close this now, but not before I read you a favorite poem of mine by 
a gentleman named, Alden Nowlan. I shared this poem four or five years ago 
here, but nothing I’ve seen since gets across the meaning of this broadening 
impulse that both Jesus and the apostle Paul had at the heart of their sense of 
Christian mission. In their mouths, words like family and marriage and community 
take on totally new meaning.   

 
I sit down on the floor of a school for the developmentally disabled, 
I am a writer of magazine articles accompanying a band 
that was met at the door by a child in a man’s body 
Who asked them, “Are you the surprise they promised us?” 
 
. . . Hmm, Soon everyone is singing  



“Old MacDonald had a farm,” and I don’t know what to do 
About the young woman (I call her a woman 
Because she’s twenty-five at least, but I think of her 
As a little girl, she plays the part so well, 
 
(Having known no other) about the young woman who 
sits down beside me and, as if it were the most natural  
thing in the world, rests her head on my shoulder. 
 
It’s nine-o’clock in the morning, not an hour for music. 
And, at the best of times, I’m uncomfortable 
In situations where I’m ignorant 
Of the accepted etiquette; it’s one thing 
To jump a fence, quite another to blunder 
Into one in the dark.  I look around me 
For a teacher to whom to smile out my distress. 
But they’re all busy elsewhere. “Hold me,” she whispers. “Hold me.” 
 
I put my arm around her. “Hold me tighter.” 
She says, and she snuggles closer.  I half expect 
Someone in authority to grab her 
Or me;   what to do? 
“Hold me,” she says again. I decide  
to listen to her and nothing else. 
  
I put my arm around her as much like a father as I can, 
Rest my chin in her hair, thinking of children, 
Real children, and of how they say it, “Hold me,” 
 
And of a patient in a geriatric ward 
I once heard crying out to his mother, dead 
For half a century, “I’m frightened! Hold me!” 
And of a boy soldier screaming it on the beach 
At Normandy.  I think of Admiral Nelson in Hardy’s arms, 
 
It’s what we all want in the end, 
To be held, merely to be held, 
To be kissed (not necessarily with the lips, 
For every touching is a kind of kiss). 
 
She hugs me now, this specially gifted woman, and I hug her. 
We are brother and sister, father and daughter, 
Mother and son, husband and wife.  ...  
We are two human beings 
Huddled together for a little while by the fire 
In the Ice Age, two hundred thousand years ago.          Amen. 


