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Fairmount Presbyterian Church 
November 24, 2019 

 
 
Greeting- Good morning beloved people of God! I greet you in the name of Jesus 
Christ, the light of the world. 
 
Many of you know that this past week was a difficult one at Fairmount and there are 
people here this morning who are feeling a bit raw and understandably emotional. 
Despite our excellent security measures, an incident occurred Wednesday night in 
which an intruder snuck into our building with the intent of doing harm. She attacked a 
young woman in Anderson Hall, where children were gathering to get ready for choir 
practice. The brave young woman, who is a babysitter for one of our member families, 
went to the hospital by ambulance. She had surgery and is now at home recovering. I 
visited her on Thursday and took a prayer shawl on your behalf and she went home 
later that evening. We praise God that she is ok and ask for your continued prayers for 
her recovery as well as your prayers for the staff, children and members present that 
evening.  
 
I have come to think of Andersen Hall as our community family room, sacred space 
where we come into our spiritual home, greet one another, have meetings, eat and play 
together. It is our former sanctuary. This intrusion into sacred space where children 
laugh and play is a violation of God’s intention for God’s people and an abomination. 
We will respond with prayer and worship, by holding on and holding up one another and 
by bearing witness that the light shines in the darkness and the darkness shall not 
overcome it. 
 
I especially welcome any visitors we have with us today. If you have simply dropped by 
to check out our worship, this is who we are- authentic, inclusive, broken but resilient. 
We are glad you have joined us. This week I have heard from neighboring churches 
offering support- Plymouth United Church of Christ, City Church, Forest Hill 
Presbyterian Church, Covenant Presbyterian Church, John Knox Presbyterian Church, 
the Presbytery of the Western Reserve and Jewish friends from the American Jewish 
Committee. We have representatives of the presbytery with us today- Martha Goble, 
Covenant, (8:30) Frank Miller, John Knox, Josh Daum, Barbara Wherley. A trauma 
team from Metro health was here yesterday. I’d like to highlight some special visitors 
sitting right up front, they are from Presbyterian Disaster Assistance, otherwise known 
as PDA. Not only does PDA deploy for natural disasters- like hurricanes and tornados, 
but for un-natural disasters, offering spiritual and emotional care. These three 
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individuals have left their home lives and churches to spend the weekend with us- they 
were here yesterday when we invited the children’s families to come to the church and 
they will be here through Tuesday noon. We are grateful for their presence among us. 
Kathy Riley (Lexington, Ky) Vince Paton (Loiusville, Ky) and Dana Lindsley, (Madison, 
CT), Kathy has also let me know that representatives of Presbyterian Disaster 
Assistance from all over the country are praying for us.  
 
As we begin our worship service, we acknowledge God is here, that the Lord is our 
Shepherd. Please join me in the Call to Worship. 
 
 

November 23, 2019 
Fairmount Presbyterian 

Psalm 23 
The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not want. 
2 
    He makes me lie down in green pastures; 

he leads me beside still waters;[a] 
3 
    he restores my soul.[b] 

He leads me in right paths[c] 
    for his name’s sake. 
4 Even though I walk through the darkest valley,[d] 
    I fear no evil; 
for you are with me; 
    your rod and your staff— 
    they comfort me. 
5 You prepare a table before me 
    in the presence of my enemies; 
you anoint my head with oil; 
    my cup overflows. 
6 Surely[e] goodness and mercy[f] shall follow me 
    all the days of my life, 
and I shall dwell in the house of the LORD 
    my whole life long.[g] 
 
Yesterday our youngest son Colin, a college sophomore, returned home for 
thanksgiving break. As is typical in our family this time of year, he was sent 
out to chop wood for the fireplace. Make sure you wear steel toe boats, I 
said. And gloves, and a helmet! Ten minutes later I looked out and he was 
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in shorts, tennis shoes and a t-shirt chopping away. We can’t protect our 
kinds from the dangers we imagine lurking in every corner. But oh, how we 
want to. 
 
Last Wednesday evening, several church staff and a few volunteers were 
getting ready for a night of dinner, council meetings and kids’ choir. But 
with one interruption of a person suffering from mental illness, acting on an 
illogical quest, our intention for an evening of church business and 
fellowship turned into a scene of violence, police, scared children and 
heroic action. 
 
Perhaps you have met our Director of Spiritual Formation, Amy Kim, who 
looks innocent enough, but we are considering changing her title to 
“Defense against the Dark Arts”. When the attacker struck out against the 
sweetest 19 year old babysitter you could imagine and children began 
screaming, Amy Kim sprang into action. She approached the woman from 
behind, kicked her behind the knees and grabbed the assailants’ arms. 
Then one of our members, Steve, arrived just in time to get the woman on 
the ground and sit on the attacker. The knife was removed. Thus retrained, 
the woman could do no more harm. 
 
Meanwhile the children were immediately taken to room 114, where we 
locked the door and huddled inside a tent that has been set up there for 
several weeks. In the aftermath, these are the things I wish I didn’t 
have to think about- 
 
The way children’s peals of laughter can turn into shouts of terror and how 
it takes a few seconds to notice the difference. 
 
How church and school staff training in 21st century American needs to 
include self-defense.   
 
The way blood can be expertly cleaned out of the carpet, yet you still 
imagine it there. 
 
How since I started here, I sometimes feel like storms and death and 
intruders follow me, until I realize this is just life. 
 
The way our bodies can get us through a crisis but then later find ways to 
remind us what we have been through. 



 4 

 
But there are other things too, things I did not know before spending 
two hours in a tent with several beloved children of this church and a 
few strong mothers while police evaluated a crime scene. 
 
The way one young child can reach out to another even when they are both 
terrified. 
 
How a small warm hand feels like connection to life. 
 
A child’s scared eyes that melt into hope when a parent arrives to comfort 
them. 
 
The sound of Dona Nobis Pacem reverberating off the canvas of a tent 
when everyone is scared. 
 
Hearing Runaway Bunny Read by a girl who has just experienced trauma.  
 
Praying for someone who has just caused harm, because the children 
asked me to. 
 
 
And here are things I knew already, but now I know in a deeper way- 
 
We love our children, and when they come into this house of worship, they 
are all of our children and they will be protected. When they are afraid, they 
will be comforted. When they are traumatized, we will help them heal. 
 
You are people who stand by each other. The night Aubrey was hurt, one 
of our elders rode in the ambulance to the hospital. Another member 
stayed all night through the surgery.  
 
We are a church committed to a particular vision that seems more urgent 
now than ever. Mr. Roger’s once said, “that’s what loving people is all 
about- making a safe place to live and move and play and sing.”  
 
This church has incredible resources. In the past few days I have heard 
from music therapists, art therapists, trauma specialists, media specialist, 
safety experts, prayer warriors and a former bouncer offering his services. 
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You people love each other. I am on the other side of town, but I still hear 
of members in town who have blessed our church staff with meals and 
laughter, comfort and concern. I see what you are doing. Thank you. 
 
We are on a journey. I committed to stay with you through this interim time 
and I am not leaving until you are ready for your next pastor. We have 
faced mighty challenges in a few months’ time but we have also seen that 
God is faithful in powerful ways. 
 
I was supposed to preach on Mark 5 today, and perhaps you noticed I 
didn’t read it. It’s a good story, you can find it in your Bibles at home and 
reflect on the power and presence of Jesus in the midst of evil, as well as  
the fate of some very unlucky pigs. But there are times in the life of the 
church that we just need to be reminded of God’s abiding, shepherding 
presence, so Psalm 23 is our text for today. 
 
While most of the time we read or hear this Psalm when we are quietly 
sitting down- at church or at home, this is actually a psalm of action and 
movement. It is a psalm for the journey of faith. Sometimes our journey 
finds us walking in pleasant places of life where God is restoring and 
healing us. Sometimes we walk the right paths- of work and service and 
commitment to actions that make a difference in the world and help bring 
about God’s realm on earth. And sometimes, we walk through dark valleys 
where we have to remind ourselves, over and over again, that we will not 
fear because God is with us- providing, leading, comforting, preparing, 
anointing us on the journey. 
 
As we get ready to celebrate another Thanksgiving, then quickly transition 
to Advent, let us remember to give thanks to the God of our journey, a 
Shepherding God for a people always on the move. This is a God who 
accompanied the Israelites through the wilderness, instructing them to 
carry their house of worship on their backs and their donkeys, and to set 
up a tent wherever they found themselves and God would be there- on the 
journey and in the tent they called a tabernacle. Let us remember to give 
thanks to the God of our journey, who took on flesh and dwelt among us, 
literally tented, “tabernacle”. Let us remember to give thanks to the God of 
our journey, who dwells still by God’s Holy Spirit in the shelters of our 
homes and our worship spaces and the world, and a pop-up tent in a 
church youth room. And, in the words of the apostle Paul speaking about 
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the human body- when this earthly tent we live in is destroyed-we have an 
eternal house in heaven. Let us give thanks to this God, Creator, 
Redeemer and Sustainer, in this life and the life to come. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


