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Happy Anniversary, Birmingham First! Last fall, we had plans to begin this launch of 200 years 

of ministry that we’re celebrating this year. Little did we know that a pandemic would sweep 

across the globe and cause us to pause for a moment. But today, it is so good to be gathered 

together with you in this holy place and to welcome again so many who are joining us online 

each week. Did you know that we’ve consistently had around 200 to 250 people joining us 

online from home each week at this campus throughout the summer, even as we’ve gathered 

outdoors on the front lawn? 

 

This morning, however, it’s good to be in the Sanctuary, for this is none other than the house of 

the Lord and this is the gate of heaven. It’s not some far off place, but right here where we 

experience God’s presence, God’s love, and God’s grace in the eyes of one another. 

 

Choir, it’s so good to have you back here with us, too! Two hundred years of ministry together!  

Can you believe it? Take that, pandemic! You didn’t know what God could still do with the 

Church until we were challenged to be the church in the world again; until we faced the 

challenge of infusing God’s love and goodness into the world around us in spite of life as we’ve 

never experienced it before. 

 

You know what, though, Church? What we’ve done within the past year is not so far off from 

our beginnings some 200 years ago. Two hundred years ago, this building wasn’t here. We 

weren’t even known as Birmingham at the time. This was simply a small town known as Piety 

Hill. It sounds like the perfect town to start a church, doesn’t it? 

 

That’s just what a pious group of Methodists from Wesley’s holiness movement did. Every now 

and then, the Methodists would send an itinerant preacher through the area on horseback to share 

the gospel with the people. When they started gathering on Piety Hill, however, they didn’t 

gather in a church building. They gathered where the people were, in an establishment downtown 

known as Willit’s Tavern. 
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I can only imagine the first preacher talking about that stop on his circuit. “Well, Bishop, there’s 

this town called Piety Hill that’s perfect for starting a church. And whenever I go there, all the 

people come out to the town tavern to hear the gospel.” 

 

Can anything good come out of a tavern? A church that started in a bar? Really? Yet, here we are 

200 years later! What started as a small congregation with 37 members is now over 2,700 

members strong. But just how do we celebrate a 200th anniversary? 

 

A few years ago, shortly after we arrived here, Dawn and I were celebrating our 20th wedding 

anniversary. Shortly after joining you, we heard about a Stewardship Conference that was being 

hosted at Lakeside in Ohio. There was only one problem. The dates for the conference fell over 

our twentieth anniversary. So what did this good husband do? I asked permission for us to 

celebrate our anniversary by going to a Stewardship Conference…with a promise to make it up 

to my saintly bride in another trip. 

 

Around that time, we gathered with friends who hosted us as we renewed our wedding vows in 

Farmington Hills with clergy colleagues, as well as later that fall in Cana of Galilee.  And a 

beautiful hotel on Lake Erie wasn’t so bad, even if I was at a Stewardship Conference where we 

had pizza for dinner on the night of our anniversary. 

 

Yet, not all anniversaries bring cause for celebration, do they? Yesterday, as our nation faced the 

20th anniversary of September 11, we paused and remembered a day of tragedy that we won’t 

forget in our own lifetimes. How many of us still remember where we were that day as we heard 

the news of the first plane going into the Twin Towers? I was just a year out of seminary, serving 

two rural churches at the western end of the Upper Peninsula. I was getting ready to head up to 

Amasa, a smaller town of 400 people, when I turned on the news that morning and saw the 

headlines. Dawn’s aunt worked for United Airlines at the time and we were terrified for her and 

kept reaching out until we could get in touch with her. 

 

On my way up to Amasa, I heard of a second plane and the falling of the towers. My heart broke, 

as did all of ours on that day. Fear set in as the day seemed to halt in those moments. When I 

arrived in Amasa, we opened up the doors of the church building and in no time, people began to 

flock in. I made a call or two and the word was out. We’d gather at the church at noon for prayer 

together as a community. After lunch, I headed back to the larger town of Crystal Falls and 

began planning another evening service at the church there. 

 

Throughout the day, people came into our buildings and wept and sang and prayed with one 

another. You did the same here, as well. You opened up your doors that night and even one of 

your clergy members, Rev. Rod Quainton, didn’t know where his adult child was until he finally 

heard from him that evening as you were gathered here in this place for prayer. 

 

That day and in the weeks and months ahead, we were all caught up in the tragedy of the 

moment. Looking back, however, we remember how a nation came together in that moment.  

Here in this place, we weren’t Democrats or Republicans, conservatives or liberals, but simply 

people…Americans…and Christians…and United Methodists…who realized our need for one 

another…and for the God who could only be realized in our presence together. 



3 

 

This past week, as we paused to reflect on that moment, Robin Roberts interviewed several 

women who lived through the horrors of that day first hand in a 20/20 special edition entitled, 

“Women of 9/11.” Among the women were both the first unidentified injured woman at the 

scene, Devorah St. John, as well as the last woman to be pulled from the wreckage alive after 

being trapped for 27 hours under the debris when she descended the staircase in high heels, 

Janelle Guzman McMillan. Their stories were a powerful reminder for us all of that day, but also 

of how humans could come together. 

 

As you listen to the stories of these women, Robin Roberts notes later in an interview of her own 

with Glamour magazine that they didn’t want the interviews to be about themselves. Rather, they 

wanted the time to tell their stories so that they could thanks others and help us all to remember.  

They each have lived from that day determined to do something to make life better for others. 

 

There is nothing good about the evil that seemed to triumph in those moments, but that is not to 

say that good cannot come from such tragic moments. 

 

A couple of years ago, I took Dawn on a date night to the Fisher Theatre in Detroit to see Come 

From Away. It’s the story of flights that were rerouted out of U.S. airspace on 9/11 to a small 

town in Newfoundland, Canada, known as Gander. Thirty-eight planes were routed there that 

day as people were stranded for days on end when time stopped for us here. 

 

While it seems like ages ago since we’ve been to the theatre, we wept as we heard how this small 

island town came together to help the passengers of those planes. They opened their homes, their 

school, and their businesses to them. They showered, housed, and fed them without asking for 

anything in return. Yet, at the end of the show when people returned for a reunion in Gander 

from all over the world, they had raised scholarships for students. Another talked about how he 

gave his employees 9/11 off every year along with a $100 gift to each of them to do something 

good. 

 

Perhaps, as time passes, it becomes easy to forget so much of who we are and where we have 

been. Life moves on. We forget what’s important as we’re caught up in the demands of the 

present moment, the now, that we don’t remember our past or think ahead to what we’re creating 

for tomorrow. 

 

I’m guessing that the writer to the Hebrews struggled with a similar situation as he writes to 

them, saying, “Let us hold fast to the confession of our hope without wavering, [hang on to hope; 

hang on to love; hang on to what’s good and true; hang on to Jesus], for God who promised is 

faithful. [God’s got this…and God is always up to good things. So…] Let us provoke [irritate] 

one another to good deeds…not neglecting to meet together as is the habit of some, but 

encouraging one another…and all the more as you see the Day approaching.” (Hebrews 10:23-

25, NRSV) 

 

It might be easy for us to think of an anniversary and simply celebrate good days gone by or 

even to remember more tragic losses and difficulties with an overwhelming sense that stops us 

from moving at all. Certainly, many have stopped gathering together in the pandemic in order to 
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stay well. But, we are created for one another; to encourage one another to do good, to reflect 

God’s love and life in Jesus Christ. 

 

Some worry what will happen to churches in these days. Yet, this isn’t the first pandemic to 

come to our world. And the Church of Jesus has stood the test of over 2,000 years of trials, 

struggles, and pandemics, as well. At Birmingham First, we’ve been around for a tenth of that 

time and we stand not simply gazing back to a tavern 200 years ago, but at the precipice of the 

next 200 years. 

 

I’m certain that the folks at Willits Tavern had no idea the amount of good that you’d provoke by 

housing the homeless through Tiny Homes at Cass, providing food, clothing, and necessities to 

communities like Brightmoor, tutoring children in Pontiac through Micah 6, building churches in 

Haiti and Costa Rica, helping victims of natural disasters experience healing and life again, 

raising up children to know and love and follow Jesus, sending youth to places like the Holy 

Land and England as well as on mission trips across the globe to serve and to learn about other 

cultures, and so much more. They simply went to where the people were; where they lived daily 

life as they gathered here for good in their day. Little did they know how much we’d be gathered 

here for good some 200 years later! 

 

As we stand here facing the next 200 years, what will we do in these moments to invite, to reach 

out, and to continue to be gathered here for good? How shall we irritate one another to good 

deeds? How shall we gather together with one another and bring together our communities and 

our world yet again? For are we not stronger when we’re gathered together for good than we 

ever could be on our own? 

 

Two hundred years—that’s some anniversary! But what shall they say about us some 200 years 

from now? 

 

 


