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Not too long ago, I was at a gathering where I overheard a father nearby saying to his young 

daughter, “Well, go ask him.” I looked around and noticed that they were beginning to make 

their way over towards me. My instincts told me that the “him” that the father was referring to 

was me. I’ve been here before. My family does it to me all the time. 

 

I just knew that young “Mara” had a “clergy question” on her mind and dad wasn’t so sure about 

the answer. So he brought Mara over to the one who should know something about “God,” 

namely ME. My sister-in-law does it to me all the time, as well. Whenever her kids have one of 

those questions of faith that she’s trying to teach to her child who is younger, she has them call 

me for the answer. Dawn will call out to me, “Elbert, the kids have a pastor question for you!”  

What else is that seminary degree supposed to be used for in the family? 

 

When Mara finally got up her courage to speak to me, she came up and tapped me on my arm. I 

turned to look her in the eyes and she asked, “Where is God?” I told you it was a “clergy 

question.” 

 

As I usually do, I tried to think quickly about how I was going to answer that question in a way 

that she would understand. So I said, “God is everywhere. God is all around us. God is even with 

us right here, right now.” It didn’t take me long to realize that my answer was not sufficient. I 

could see the puzzled look in her eyes. She wasn’t picking up what I was throwing down. 

 

“Come, on, preacher,” I thought to myself, “you know that children need something more 

concrete, more tangible to grasp onto, to cling to.” So I said, “You know, Mara, sometimes it’s 

hard for us to see God. But I know God is here because I believe that God lives in you and me.  

So when I look into your eyes, I can see God in you. We can see God in each other.” I thought, 

“That’s tangible; that’s concrete.” But the more I looked into her eyes, the more I realized Mara 

still wasn’t buying it. She wanted a God that she could reach out and touch. She wanted God 

made real for her. 
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Her father looked at me and said, “Yeah, we’re still trying to grasp that and we’re just looking 

for ways to describe that for her.” I thought in the back of my mind, “Oh, Mara, it’s all right.  

There are days I don’t want to buy my answer, either. I know it. I can speak it. I’ve been taught 

this statement of faith, but I’ve had days where I struggle to buy into what I say I believe in my 

heart.” There are days when I know that God is all around; that God is living in me and you; but 

I’m still left wondering, “God, where in the world are you?” Do you have those moments, as 

well? 

 

Certainly, this season in our world can be a little bit like a roller coaster ride for our own faith 

and life journey. While our hearts have been preparing and hoping for a return to a sense of 

normalcy this fall, we’ve already realized that it’s not quite here yet. There’s a variety of 

thoughts about what it will take to get there. Vaccination is one of the ways we are working to 

help one another to get there, but every time we think we get ahead, numbers spike or there’s 

another variant that has come out. It’s downright daunting at times. 

 

In this season of pandemic, my grandmother, who turned 91 in July, struggled more and more 

with dementia over the past year. I’m the oldest grandchild and my grandmother practically 

raised me, so we have a very special relationship with one another. I’m so thankful to be closer 

to her in these days. 

 

Yet, cooped up inside for a greater part of the time and unable to get out until she was vaccinated 

earlier this year, her physical, emotional, and mental acuity all changed. It was hard to watch 

what this time has done to her. In June, she finally entered nursing care after a fall. It broke my 

heart to see such change for her. She’s still hoping to get out from time to time. 

 

We found a great facility for her and I’m thankful that she’s receiving the care that she needs. 

Yet, a few weeks ago, someone had a positive case and so her facility was on lockdown for two 

weeks.  It was supposed to be lifted on Friday. Just a few days before, another person tested 

positive and her facility is closed for another two weeks. 

 

This summer as I spent some time with her, I noticed how much the dementia was changing for 

her. She told me stories from years ago that I’ve heard before, but I listened as if she was telling 

them for the first time each time she told them in the same visit with her. I cherished each of 

those moments, knowing that one day I’ll wonder whether I can remember the sound of her 

voice. Every day, every moment shared with her counts for me, even if we talk about the same 

things and she asks me where my dog is several times. When we see one another, there’s an 

assurance that whatever may be will be okay. Those of you who care for aging parents and loved 

ones get this, don’t you? 

 

As I watch those changes in her, I wonder how much these days change each of us, as well. How 

much do they impact the church? Not just us, but the big “C” Church—the body of Christ as a 

whole—when our faith is challenged, strained even, where is it that we see God? 

 

Our scripture lesson begins with “Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee…” Eleven—now 

there’s a change! All throughout the scriptures and in all of our tradition, we hear about the 

twelve disciples, don’t we? But here, Matthew makes note of the change. Following Jesus’ 
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resurrection, there are eleven that travel to a mountain in Galilee that Jesus had told them 

through the women to travel to. They had not yet seen him. And already, throughout Jerusalem, 

the authorities were starting to spread the rumor that someone had stolen his body from the tomb. 

 

Talk about a faith challenge! Certainly, these disciples were struggling with what to believe as 

they left Jerusalem for the region where they had spent most of their time in ministry with Jesus.  

They had to be broken as they went to the mountain that day. Where was God when Friday had 

fallen upon them? Well, okay, they’d heard the news from the women about Easter, but they 

certainly couldn’t see it with their own eyes any more than we can seem to see our way to the 

days when we will return to a greater sense of normal. 

 

I’m going out to eat now, but I can’t see my grandmother. I was walking in the store the other 

day and someone was coughing one of those pneumonia-like coughs the next aisle over and I 

couldn’t get out of the area quick enough. Mask or no mask, I was on my way out. I stood at the 

gas station yesterday as someone down from me did the same. Dear Evan Hanson came to the 

movie theaters this past weekend, but I’m waiting for it to be available on-demand. I long for the 

day when everyone will feel like it’s safe to be in church again even as I’m so grateful for our 

online options and ways to connect with people we’ve never connected to before. 

 

Oh, Lord, where art thou? 

 

The eleven disciples climb up the mountain—in the midst of their fears of being left behind, 

alone; in the midst of the rumors of the authorities; in the midst of their doubts which they bring 

with them to that very mountain—and even as they gaze upon the Risen Christ enfleshed before 

them yet again, they still struggle to believe as some worship and some doubt. 

 

Can you understand the disciples, Church? Can you get where they are coming from? Do you get 

their fears and their struggles to believe and to hang on to hope that something better is coming,  

that Jesus will be there when they get there? “Oh, Jesus, there are days when I can relate to the 

eleven just as much as I relate to Mara.” Where is God when we feel so alone and broken as if 

hope has been crushed by an empty tomb and a journey back to where we were before? 

 

Yet, it’s in that very moment that Jesus comes among them and says to the eleven, “Go, 

therefore, and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the 

Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you.” 

 

We call this the “Great Commission.” Jesus meets the eleven in their brokenness, in their 

struggles to believe, when they’ve returned to where they had been because they didn’t know 

what else to do but to go and see if there was any hope left. And in that very place, he sends them 

out, not to live among their own people, not simply to the Hebrew people (by the way, Matthew 

is written for a Jewish Christian audience), but to the “nations,” to the Gentiles, to the world, to 

teach the world what they have been commanded. They’re good to go…in all their brokenness 

and doubt. By God’s grace, they’re good to go! 

 

To go do what? “LOVE God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength. And LOVE your 

neighbor as yourself.” The Great Commandments and the Great Commission go together! This is 
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the mission of the Church: to make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world.  

Here at Birmingham First, we say, “To gather, nurture, and equip disciples of Jesus Christ for 

ministry and mission in the world.” 

 

When they thought they were all alone, when they felt the most defeated, when they wondered 

whether there was anything left in which or anyone in whom to hope, Jesus meets the eleven in 

their brokenness and sends them out on a mission to LOVE. And he reminds them, “You’re not 

alone! I’m with you, always, to the end!” 

 

Jesus is saying the same to us today. When you think it’s all over, you’re good enough to go! To 

go, to love, to live, and to discover Jesus even when you wonder, “Where is God?” 

 

“Where is God?” You know, Mara, there are days when I ask that question, too. And somehow 

when I reach out in love, even in all of my doubts and struggles to believe that somehow I can 

make the difference… 

 

 when I reach out in love to spend time with those I love and those I’m still learning to 

love,  

 to share a conversation with someone who needs a listening ear,  

 to visit with my grandmother and hear her stories again and again as if for the first time, 

 to walk to end hunger,  

 to teach a Sunday School class,  

 to share a smile with the one who just honked their horn at me,  

 to look into the eyes of a child,  

 to sit with my fears until I discover peace anew,  

 to be bold and courageous in the face of injustices that would keep others on  

the side of the road,  

 to welcome the stranger in our midst,  

 to provide comfort to the refugee,  

 to clothe the one who needs a warm winter coat,  

 or simply to pray for the one who is persecuting me, that I may see his or her humanity… 

 

…in those moments, I see God…risen…alive…reaching out to me…to you…to us! And I know 

I’m not alone, and neither are you. 

 


