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“In the end, people don’t view their life as merely the average of all its moments-

which, after all, is mostly nothing much plus some sleep.  For human beings, life is 

meaningful because it has a story.  A story has a sense of the whole, and its arc is 

determined by the significant moments, the ones where something happens.  

Measurements of people’s minute-by-minute levels of pleasure and pain miss this 

fundamental aspect of human existence.  A seemingly happy life may be empty.  A 

seemingly difficult life may be devoted to a great cause.  We have purposes larger 

than ourselves.”  Perhaps you have heard of Atul Gawande – he is a physician at the 

Brigham and Women’s Hospital in Boston, and teaches at Harvard Medical School.  

Gawande also has written several interesting books on medicine and writes regularly 

for the New Yorker magazine.  The quotation I just read is from his book titled Being 

Mortal.    

I heard an interview with Atul Gawande not long ago and was moved by his understanding of 

medicine and the part it plays in our lives.  Gawande is part of a growing movement of 

physicians who are beginning to understand that it is not always the doctor’s job to keep battling 

terminal illness, especially when the person who is sick can no longer do the things that they 

enjoyed in life.  More and more, Gawande and other doctors are asking patients early in their 

treatment process “What does a good day look like for you?”  Together, they try to figure out 
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what the person’s priorities are and try to keep those things a part of the patient’s life for as long 

as possible.  Atul Gawande gets a lot of different responses to his question, as you can imagine.  

One patient said as long as she could sit at the dinner table with family and friends, enjoying 

good food and stimulating conversation, life would be worth living.  Another person declared 

that if he could eat chocolate ice cream and watch football, he was good.  Yet another said that 

he wanted to continue living if he had access to good books and quiet time to read them.  These 

were all pretty simple things, but they made a huge difference in the quality of the patients’ lives.  

There are a number of medical studies that show this approach led to more patients feeling like 

they were able to live a good life all the way up to the end, and as a result their deaths were more 

peaceful and less traumatic than the patients who are only treated medically.   

 Gawande’s insights came back to me as I was reading these familiar words from Jesus: 

“Ask, and it will be given to you; search, and you will find, knock, and the door will be opened 

to you.”  Sometimes, we think of these words as a biblical department store – we just ask for it 

and it’s ours, no problem.  But we all know it doesn’t really work like that.  Each of us has surely  

asked God for something at some point that we did not get, or we have felt abandoned by God 

when something we prayed about did not turn out as we hoped.  Maybe that job we really wanted 

and thought we were perfect for did not pan out.   The test results were positive when we really 

wanted negative, or vice versa.  A relationship remained unreconciled, in spite of our best 

efforts.  We asked, but it didn’t happen.  We knocked, but the door remained closed.  What does 

this reality do to the promises that Jesus made?         

 I think Jesus was speaking in broader terms when he said that all we have to do is ask, or 

seek, or knock. One possibility is that he was referring to the search for meaning and purpose 

that Atul Gawande has identified that makes such a difference in how we feel about our lives.  
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Whether we realize it or not, we all have come to this place looking for something.  The specifics 

of that something might vary – some of us want to sit alongside friends and make music that 

proclaims God’s glory.  Others want the opportunity for intergenerational friendships, a chance 

to serve the wider community, or time to be outside caring for and enjoying God’s creation.  I 

think most of us want a community of friends, an extended family of sorts to live in relationship 

with and share our joys and our sorrows.  And even more than those relationships, we want to be 

part of something larger than ourselves, something that orders our lives and gives us a sense of 

connection to the Holy One.  Specifically where we find that within a particular community will 

vary according to our interests and personalities, but we are all searching.    

 As you heard earlier, our theme for this fall’s stewardship emphasis is “Opening the 

Doors Wider, in 2018 and Beyond.”  For today and the next few weeks, we are going to explore 

sharing God’s love in increasingly wider circles.  Today we are looking at the ministries within 

this community of faith that primarily benefit our members and friends, and next week we’ll look 

at our outreach programs and relationships with our neighborhood. Following that, we’ll look at 

the larger region in which we live and finally we will consider what it means to be a Christian in 

our marvelously diverse world.   It is not that any one of these areas of ministry is more 

important than the other, this format is just a good way to organize our thoughts – and it provides 

a cool visual for us as we reflect on how to be God’s people here at St. Matthew, in our 

neighborhood, our country, and our world.  You will see that the doors open wider each week as 

we reflect upon these different ministries together.     

 “Everyone who asks receives, everyone who searches finds, and for everyone who 

knocks, the door will be opened.”  I’ve been thinking a lot about what these words mean as far as 

participation in St. Matthew Presbyterian Church goes.  Does everyone get everything they ask 
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for from a church?  Does anyone? I doubt it.  It would be a mistake for any congregation to think 

that we can be all things to all people.  If we try to do that, we end up burning our people out and 

not doing anything well.  But, when we are at our best as a community of faith, our open doors 

pave the way for open hearts and spirits.  Open hearts and spirits lead the way to the 

relationships that nourish and sustain us.  And those relationships with the Divine and with each 

other can be the conduit for the things that we are ultimately looking for.  Don’t we all want to 

feel engaged in something that matters?  Don’t we want to participate in healing the world’s 

brokenness?  And finally, don’t we all want to give something of ourselves back to the God who 

has given us life, who wants to have a relationship with us, and who desires for us to enjoy the 

good gifts that life offers us?  My prayer is that St. Matthew is a place where we can do all of 

that, together.           

 It’s a fair question to ask “What does it mean for the door to be opened to you?  Or to 

me?”  Again, it DOESN’T mean that everyone here always gets what they want.  But when we 

are on target, it DOES mean that everyone is welcome, everyone can be heard, and we can find a 

way to stick together even when we disagree about things.  We might argue, vehemently, about 

things that are important to us, but at the end of the day we are going to show up for each other 

and get through the hard times of life as a community of faith.  And, we are going to provide that 

larger sense of purpose and belonging that comes from claiming our identity as God’s children.  

Why is this important?  Because the way we commit to being together here becomes the 

foundation for how we interact with the world out there.  We study God’s Word, and we worship 

together. We celebrate communion, we baptize our children, and we teach them what it means to 

follow Christ.  We care for each other because when one of us suffers we all suffer.  We speak 

up for each other and advocate for a just world because when one of us is demeaned or not able 
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to flourish, we all are diminished.  And then, when we leave this place, we take our values with 

us.  We show the world that this place is special because it is where the community is formed, 

where we become the people of God.  This land and these buildings are not the church – we are 

the church.  But, this place IS the foundation on which our ministry stands, it’s where so many 

things happen that make us who we are.          

 In closing, it is also important to ask the question “How do we open the doors for people 

who are knocking, asking, seeking?”  Once we have found our way here, I hope we all find 

ministries that fulfill us – teaching Church School, singing in the choir, or participating on a Care 

Team are examples of ways we can serve the church and develop relationships that make us 

more deeply connected.  But then, when someone new comes, how can we guide them to that 

same sense of belonging?  Do we affirm their talents and are we open to their ideas, even when 

it's something we haven’t thought of before or that seems a little risky to us?  It’s one thing to 

talk about opening the doors and welcoming everyone, but we have to be really prepared to do 

that if we are going to mirror the realm of God.  We have to be ready to welcome the addicted 

and the troubled, the reserved and the exuberant, the wise and the foolish.  We have to be willing 

to accept change and try new things.  And somehow, through all that messiness, the Holy Spirit 

will work.  We will continue being and becoming God’s people.   

Thanks be to God for each of you who has walked through our doors, and for those who will in 
the future.  Let us pray: 

 

Marvelous and creative God, thank you for this community that has transformed so many lives.  
We pray that you will give us courage to open the doors as wide as your own heart, and we ask 
that our hearts and spirits will be open to where you lead us in the future.  Give us the resources 
we need of time, talent, and money to keep this congregation healthy.  May we be a vital part of 
shaping lives and sharing faith for generations to come.  In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.      

                                           


