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 “Yes, we’re still picking,” the manager of the cherry orchard told us when we 
drove in. “But we’re at the end of the season. You’ll have to use a ladder. You okay with 
that?” 
 The setting was a cherry orchard in northern Michigan not far from the cottage 
where the family spends our summer vacations. It was a beautiful July afternoon and we 
were hungry for the dark, sweet cherries that grow abundantly there along the northwest 
shore of Lake Michigan. We’d hoped to be able to pick from low-hanging branches while 
standing on the ground, but alas. We were too late in the season for easy pickin’s. The 
orchard manager seemed to sense our hesitation, because he added, “There’s still plenty 
left on the trees. Feel free to move the ladders.” 
 And I found myself grinning. Not because the thought of schlepping a 12 foot 
aluminum ladder sounded like fun, but because the words had such a familiar ring to me. 
Moving the ladder. Bishop Elect Terry White had used that phrase and that image in a 
particularly memorable Easter Day sermon 3 years ago. It was a defining sermon for 
Terry and for Grace & Holy Trinity Cathedral — one of those where image and message 
transcend the sum of their parts. 

Dean White was speaking of the power of the Resurrection to bring about 
transformation. And he used an image of a ladder which must not be moved, an image he 
had heard in an address by Bishop Leo Fradde some weeks earlier. Briefly: There is a 
ladder perched on a window ledge above the main entrance to the Church of the Holy 
Sepulchre in Jerusalem. That ladder must not be moved. An edict, known as the Status 
Quo, was issued by the Sultan of the Ottoman Empire in 1757. This edict defined the 
rights of the various Churches which share oversight of the Holy Sepulchre. The ladder, 
and its permanent location, is specifically mentioned in the edict. Since 1757, the ladder 
apparently has been moved once, in 1937, in order to clean some rubble resulting from a 
minor earthquake. The monk who did so violated the Status Quo. So tenuous is the 
“cease-fire” in the turf war among the various Churches which share that holy ground 
that even a harmless action such as the monk undertook resulted in the monk being 
physically attacked. Since that time, no one else has dared to violate the Status Quo. No 
one has dared to move the ladder. 
 In exploring this image, Dean White had this to say: When this Church moves the 
ladder, it must always be because we are seeking to follow the Holy Spirit in furthering 
our mission... Throughout our history as Episcopalians we have moved the ladder to 
recognize the gifts of men and women, lay and ordained, baptized people of all 
ethnicities, and right now, the ladder is moving again to embrace both gay and straight 
servants of Christ in building up the Kingdom of God. And by doing so, we take another 
step toward becoming more fully the Body of Christ …When we move the ladder, it must 
be because we believe the Holy Spirit is leading us to embrace all that God embraces.  

In the gospel passage from Luke appointed for today, Jesus is talking with the 
Twelve. He has just taught the larger crowd the parable of the Sower and the disciples 
want to know what on earth (literally!) he means. In the verses immediately preceding 
today’s passage, Jesus explains that hearing the Word of God is linked to faithful action. 



In today’s reading, Jesus amplifies what it means to hear the word of God. In fact, he 
goes so far as to say that kinship with him is defined as those who hear the word of God 
and do it. This, in a culture where family was not merely the basic emotional unit we 
think of today, but the basic social and economic unit as well. In other words, 
discipleship – kinship with Jesus – is defined less in terms of personal piety and more as 
a summons to engage the Word of God in the here and now. Those of us who managed to 
stay awake in high school Latin may recall that the Latin word for hearing, oboedire, is 
the root of our word “obedience.”  God’s Word is intended to illumine and transform the 
world, and we – as Christ’s family of disciples – are meant to respond in ways that go 
well beyond nodding our heads in pious agreement. 

 And make no mistake. When we engage our kinship with Jesus, when we act in 
ways that are visible, that disclose the Good News, that illumine and transform the world 
around us, the world will push back. Systems are, after all, inherently static. Little 
wonder that the phrase “Status Quo” is in our lexicon. Little wonder that ladders tend to 
stay where they are placed. And…. little wonder that Jesus, in today’s gospel, says to his 
disciples, “Then pay attention to how you listen.”  

 “Pay attention to how you listen.” The Diocese of Kentucky has elected a man 
who pays attention to how he listens – in every sense of that phrase. In the 15 years that I 
have known Terry, I have come to appreciate and to covet his ability to listen for content 
and for process, for red flags and for subtle nuance. He has an enormous capacity to listen 
carefully to the Holy Spirit both at work within the community he leads as well as within 
his heart through his own rich life of prayer. And this listening to God’s Word always, 
always leads him to action, though I must admit not always with the immediacy that 
perhaps his wardens or even his subdean might have liked. He has an enormous 
reverence for Tradition, AND he is not remotely intimidated by the Status Quo. And as 
the people of Grace & Holy Trinity Cathedral discovered well before he preached that 
memorable Easter Day sermon, Terry not only sees with clarity the ladders that might 
benefit from being moved, he will roll up his sleeves and get to work.  

Which brings me back to cherry picking in Northern Michigan. We did, in fact, 
trudge down the lane with buckets in hand and moved some ladders. It’s no small thing. 
You have to yank it out of the muddy ground and disentangle it from the nearby 
branches. It’s unwieldy to muscle around, especially if you’re not blessed with UBS – 
upper body strength.  And while you’re still holding it, you’re craning your neck to figure 
out where the promised bountiful harvest might actually be, and where you can best place 
the ladder to get at it. And after all that, you find at least half the time that the goal 
remains elusive, despite your best efforts. It’s easy to get discouraged with this business 
of moving ladders… 

…Until the end of the day, when you pool your seemingly meager harvest and 
discover, to your utmost amazement as we did, that though you intended to pick only 
about 8 lbs., you ended up picking nearly 25 lbs. 

 Yes indeed. That’s a lot of cherries. 
 Such are the fruits, so to speak, of working together toward a common mission. 
Pay attention to how you listen, Jesus said to the Twelve. Which is to say, with 

open ears, and with open hands and with open hearts, alive to the mission which 
discipleship in Christ places before us. And rejoice, people of Kentucky. You have called 
a listener to lead you to where the ladders are. 
 


