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Beaumont, Texas 
February 28, 2021 -  Second Sunday of Lent 

 
 

  
 

All beautiful the march of days, as seasons come and go; 
The Hand that shaped the rose hath wrought the crystal of the snow; 

Hath sent the hoary frost of Heav’n, the flowing waters sealed, 
And laid a silent loveliness on hill and wood and field. 

 

 
 
 

O’er white expanses sparkling pure the radiant morns unfold; 
The solemn splendors of the night burn brighter than the cold; 

Life mounts in every throbbing vein, love deepens round the hearth, 
And clearer sounds the angel hymn, Good will to men on earth. 

 
Frances Whitmarsh Wile, of New York State - 1907 
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Mrs. Wile’s winter hymn was written in consultation with her pastor, and by 1911 
had found its way into a hymnal, hence into a long tradition of Christian devotion. 
After the damage and misery of last week, one may debate the “loveliness” of 
“hoary frost” and “flowing waters sealed”. Still, the hymn does its work: Verse 1 
turns our eyes to the Creator of all that is. Verse 2 brings to mind the ardent spirit of 
sticking together, and seeing each other through. Finally, Frances reminds us of the 
often overlooked presence of angels! Clearly Mrs. Wile of New York sprang from a 
time of vital piety and deep reflection and literary flourish that seems out of step in 
this our age of cynicism and sound bites and inarticulate despair. Perhaps a 
different step is exactly what we need? “Sing them over again to me, wonderful 
words of life.” 
 

“All Beautiful the March of Days” is not in our United Methodist Hymnal, but it’s 
sung to the tune of one that is: #539 “O Spirit of the Living God.”  In fact, what 
would it hurt to continue our devotion today by singing the simple solemn sincerity 
of this one, too? 
 
1. O Spirit of the living God,  
thou light and fire divine,  
descend upon thy church once more,  
and make it truly thine.  
Fill it with love and joy and power,  
with righteousness and peace;  
till Christ shall dwell in human hearts,  
and sin and sorrow cease.  
 
2. Blow, wind of God! With wisdom blow  
until our minds are free  
from mists of error, clouds of doubt,  
which blind our eyes to thee.  
Burn, winged fire! Inspire our lips  
with flaming love and zeal,  
to preach to all thy great good news,  
God's glorious commonweal.  

3. Teach us to utter living words  
of truth which all may hear,  
the language all may understand  
when love speaks loud and clear;  
till every age and race and clime  
shall blend their creeds in one,  
and earth shall form one family  
by whom thy will is done.  
 
4. So shall we know the power of Christ  
who came this world to save;  
so shall we rise with him to life  
which soars beyond the grave;  
and earth shall win true holiness,  
which makes thy children whole;  
till, perfected by thee, we reach  
creation's glorious goal!  

 
“When love speaks loud and clear”!  Now we turn from the 20th century to a love 
song written thousands of years ago. Our text for this day of the Church Year is 
Psalm 22:23-26: 

 

Let me tell Your name to my brothers, 
   in the assembly let me praise You. 
Fearers of the Lord, O praise Him! 
All the seed of Jacob revere Him! 
And be afraid of Him, all Israel’s seed! 
For He has not spurned nor has He despised 
   the affliction of the lowly, 
   and has not hidden His face from him; 
   when he cried out to Him, He heard. 
For You—my praise in the great assembly. 
My vows I fulfill through those who fear Him. 
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Notice the two “fears” and one “afraid.”  You have doubtless heard that “fear of 
God” points to reverence. Still, we should not over-domesticate an appropriate 
sense of terror in God’s presence, especially when one has done wrong or is about 
to.  Paradox of our faith: God is frighteningly immense and stringently just. God is 
also closer than our breath, and infinitely merciful.  
 
“And be afraid of Him, all Israel’s seed!” The Hebrew prophet Ezekiel comes to 
mind.  When God shows up with overwhelming visuals, Ezekiel hits the ground, 
falls on his face. Yet God says to Ezekiel (and to us), “On your feet, son of Man.  
We need to talk.” It’s like that.  When confronted with Majesty, it’s too much for 
us. Yet oh how this terrifying Lover beguiles! The Lover ignites in us a yearning for 
the comfort and closeness only to be found in this One. When God seems absent, 
we cry out our need. 
 
“When he cried out to Him, He heard.”  In this week’s David-poem, let us begin 
with the suffering that precedes his praise. Psalm 22 begins with a heart 
abandoned, and desperately afraid. Do this heart sound familiar?  
 

My God, my God, why have You forsaken me? 
Far from my rescue are the words that I roar. 

 
David continues his misery list.  He is surrounded by foes. He is mocked, 
tormented, and close to death.  Near as he can tell, God doesn’t care. (Walter 
Brueggemann calls this condition “Sovereign absence.”)  Still David roars his pain, 
cries out to the One he loves: 
 

Do not be far from me, for distress is near, for there is none to help. 
They counted out all my bones. 
It is they who looked, who stared at me. 
They shared out my garments among them and cast lots for my clothes. 
But You, O Lord, be not far. 
My strength, to my aid oh hasten! 
Save from the sword my life,  
from the cur’s power my person. 
Rescue me from the lion’s mouth. 

 
Snapping dogs and hungry lions.  Have you been there? David begs for help. God 
answers his cry. David pivots to praise! 
 

Let me tell Your name to my brothers, 
In the assembly let me praise You! 

 
How many times have I had a close call, survived, then shrugged and moved on, 
with no thought of witnessing to Grace? Not so with David. As long as he walks the 
earth, David perceives a duty to give back the best that’s in him.   
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Some bridle at the word “duty,” imagining drudgery. Something to avoid or endure. 
On the contrary, David considers his duty his joy. His reason for being. He may 
wander off into selfish byways.  He is not a very good parent.  But the fundamental 
truth of David is devotion to God and community. So he repents and moves back 
on track as quick as he can. 
 
One of David’s deepest gifts is articulation.  Finding just the right words. And so, 
for thousands of years we’ve treasured the Psalms, words from a king to the people 
entrusted to him.  Words for every occasion under the sun, including robust 
cursing.  Thank you David, and all the psalmists who wrote in your spirit! Thank 
you to the ones who gathered up the top 150 and bequeathed them to us. 
 
Our Judeo-Christian tradition of psalms and hymns is priceless.  It shapes us, gives 
us language for when we need it. A personal example: By the year 2000 I had 
several years of leading Disciple Bible Study under my belt.  I loved the 
preparation, loved the group.  Still, as a shy introvert, the weekly all-eyes-on-me 
was a pretty big “ask.”  Just when I was getting sort of comfortable with addressing 
twelve or so people, our senior pastor stopped me in the hall one day, asked me to 
give a faith witness in Sunday worship.  You mean, talk to the whole 
congregation?? And the ones worshipping via TV?? I was speechless. He said, “Just 
talk about what’s going on.”  
 
What was going on, as he well knew, was that my mother was deep in “the long 
goodbye” and now my dad was in a persistent vegetative state. As my date with 
witnessing drew closer, I pondered these things in my heart.  And then I sat down 
at my computer and I worked to articulate a prayer recently answered, one I had so 
far kept to myself. 
 
When the appointed Sunday came, I put on my best black blazer and some 
dashingly patterned pants and I strode to the lectern with shaking knees—it takes a 
great deal of effort to be effortless—and gave the talk below.  My unlooked for 
reward was a number of calls and letters from people in Vivion Hall that day.  And 
yes, people watching on TV. Some wanted to extend comfort. Some wanted to tell 
me their own stories.  Witness begets witness. You see how it works? 
 

Faith Witness to Trinity United Methodist Church, Beaumont, Texas 
Sunday, July 16, 2000 

 
 

Dr. Killen’s sermon today is going to be about Somebody Who Loves Us.  I want to 
share with you what I know about this Somebody.  The picture I see of Him in the 
Bible is Somebody who for some wonderful and amazing reason is passionately in 
love with humankind, who loves each of us with a constant, unwavering, undying 
love.  Whatever our priorities are, His priority is to love us.  This Somebody has 
been showing His love in a special way to my family lately, teaching us how to 
find courage and joy in the midst of pain.  I have seen His hand at work throughout 
our ordeal, and I have never doubted that He is with us, but I had a particular 
experience this past Good Friday that made Him more real to me personally than 
He has ever been.    
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It started with a letter I wrote to Him one Maundy Thursday afternoon, looking for 
some answers.  I figured it might help to just lay it all out before Him.  The letter is 
called “Mystery”.     

 

 
My father is missing.  His body lies in a bed at a nursing home, but he is 
not there. He is … where?  He is “in a coma.”  Across the room, in 
another bed, lies the body and remnant mind of my mother.  She is 
panting, agitated, her beautiful green eyes wide open, puzzled.  She 
cannot speak an intelligible word.  She has been this way a long time, 
but Daddy has not.  Until four months ago he was strong, vital, active.  
At seventy-three he worked full time and supervised the care of my 
mother at home.  We all knew he was getting tired.  We all knew he was 
sad.  
 
The strain of my mother’s condition was … well, no one can claim to 
know fully what it was like for him.  The grinding pain of it.  But he 
loved life, he loved us, and he had boundless courage.  He would 
never, never give up or give in.  So we thought.  The last morning of the 
century, the last morning of the millennium, he gave up.  Something 
happened in his brain, a massive hemorrhage.  He was dressing for the 
day.  The sitter downstairs with Mother heard him fall.  The formidable 
mind, the sharp wit, the whimsical Daddy were … gone.  I saw him 
soon after, and I knew in my soul that he was gone. 
 
Where have you put him, Lord?  He knows nothing of this new century.  
His brain was hurt too badly to survive, but he did anyway.  He is 
strong, strong.  His body lives.  And now Easter 2000 is here, and we 
say, “Christ is risen!”  You are risen indeed, and all is glory now.  But 
where is my daddy?  Does he stand smiling at the face of the risen 
Eternal One?  Sometimes he opens his eyes, his beautiful eyes.  But they 
are vacant.  He yawns, he coughs, but he sleeps on.  What have You 
who made him chosen to do with him?  Ah, You are teaching us indeed 
to live with mystery. 
 
Sometimes as he sleeps he has the blissful, purposeful look of infant-
sleep.  He looks like a little boy, somebody’s beloved child.  And I know 
that he is.  He is God’s child, God’s boy, God’s teenager, God’s young 
man, God’s family man, God’s old man, God’s treasure.  “Jim” is written 
on Your heart, Lord.  Every name is special to You, Lord, but after all you 
had a brother named James.  You had a disciple named James.  You 
knew my daddy before he was conceived.  You played in the yard with 
James and ate with James and formed every atom in his body.  He is 
yours and You love him.  He believed in You and he is and ever will be 
one with You.  Love never ends, and time is meaningless to You and to 
Jim.  But, oh, Lord, we who are left behind still have to live with time, 
and we cry. 
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Sometimes as he sleeps his brow is a little creased and I am not sure 
what is happening.  Is he vaguely aware of a discomfort?  In some dim 
way does he hear Mother fussing?  Or, is he fighting a mighty battle 
somewhere deep inside to come back to us?  Reason and medicine say 
he has gone too far away to be fighting any battles.  His brother Paul 
says that Jimmy has finally met his match.  Probably that is true.  I feel 
that it is true.  But still he lives and I behold his face.  What have You 
done with him, where are You keeping him? 
 

Well, the next morning was Good Friday, and I had to go to the nursing home to 
sign DNR orders. I was on my way up the sidewalk to the front door, alone, and 
suddenly our situation seemed so overwhelming that I thought my heart would 
break, and I had to will strength to my body to keep walking.  It was as if there was 
an invisible wall, blocking my way. I remember thinking, “I could use some help 
here.”  
 
Before the thought was half-formed, I felt a strong body next to mine, and an arm 
around my waist to help me bear the sorrow.  There was no earthly person there 
but me.  It was only for a moment, but it was enough.  I will know now, forever, 
that Somebody doesn’t mind if we question Him, Somebody is closer than we 
think, and Somebody loves us.   
 
And I just want to say to Him right now what King David said in Psalm 63:  “For 
Thou hast been my help, and in the shadow of Thy wings I sing for joy.  My soul 
clings to Thee; Thy right hand upholds me.”  Thank you, Lord.  I love you.  Amen.           
 

 
 

painting by Marc Chagall 
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On that long-ago Sunday, I found the courage to say some words that were true for 
me. I gave the best that was in me. Then I was called to more fear and trembling, 
that is to say, more public speaking,  
 
These days, pandemic prevents much “standing up in the assembly”. But for now 
my duty and joy is to write you a line or two each week. If you write me back, so 
much the better! 

Phoebe  
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