
 
  
   

 One night in Japan, I was alone with our granddaughter, putting her down for 
sleep, which she seemed to not want to do. So I leaned over her bed, put my hands on the 
soft blanket covering her, and whispered: 

 
Now I lay me down to sleep, 
I pray the Lord my soul to keep, 
If I should die before I wake, 
I pray the Lord my soul to take. 

 
 And then I paused, and said, out loud, “This is a horrible prayer to pray to a child. 
What am I thinking? Kotomi just looked up at me, it seemed in agreement, waiting for 
more.” Why put the idea of dying in your sleep in the mind of a child? So, I searched out 
the counsel of a great theologian – Google – to see if there were other words for this 
prayer. Sure enough, there were alternate words that were, to quote the post, “less 
gruesome:”  
 
 Now I lay me down to sleep, 
 I pray the Lord my soul to keep, 

May angels guard me through the night, 
 And wake me with the morning light. 
 
 Much better. Kotomi seemed to agree as her eyes began to get heavy.  
 

Not long after I got back to the United States, I was preparing to lead a Growth 
Group on the book SoulFeast, a quote from Eugene Peterson stood out. He was 
commenting on the fact that for the Hebrew people, the day begins with evening. You 
remember from Genesis, “And it was evening, and it was morning, the first day”: 
 
 “When it is evening, ‘I pray the Lord my soul to keep’ and drift into 
unconsciousness for the next six or eight hours, a state in which I am absolutely non-
productive…The Hebrew evening/morning sequence conditions us to the rhythms of 
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grace. We go to sleep and God begins God’s work. We wake and are called out to 
participate in God’s creative action. But always grace is previous. Grace is primary. We 
wake into a world we didn’t make, into a salvation we didn’t earn.” 
 
 Maybe that original prayer, in all its stark language, is more truthful in the original. 
When we go to sleep, perhaps more than at any other time, we are recognizing the 
fundamental trust we have in God, we fall into the arms of grace, which is always first, 
which grounds everything. It is a grace that holds us in life, that helps us live while we 
yet breathe, and when we breathe our last, it is grace that will lead us home. 
 
 We are inviting our congregation – all of us – to the journey of “Taking the Next 
Step.” It is an exciting thing to consider not just where we are as disciples of Jesus Christ, 
but where we are being called to go, how we are being called to grow in grace. But it is 
hard to take that next step if we lose sight of the first step, the step that sets this whole 
adventure of faith moving, the step of grace. 
 
 I’m glad that the lectionary presented us on the first Sunday of “Taking the Next 
Step” with the beginning of Paul’s first letter to the church at Thessalonica. Scholars 
believe this is the earliest of Paul’s letters, which makes it the earliest piece of Christian 
writing in the New Testament. In its words we are hearing the initial breaths of the 
newborn church.  
 
 The first breath is grace. “Grace to you and peace,” writes Paul, combining the 
ancient and traditional Hebrew greeting of “peace” with the word “grace,” and placing 
grace first. Grace to you and peace. Paul would go on to issue that greeting in six other 
letters. Grace to you and peace. 
 
 When we begin with the realization of God’s grace, when we recognize we are 
floating on a sea of grace, when we wake into a world we didn’t make, into a salvation 
we didn’t earn, it is the first step of a lifetime of grateful response. 
 
 I sat down with a family here some time ago who had just made a gift to one of our 
ministries. I wanted to offer my thanks and to let them know the impact that gift would 
have on so many lives. Their response was immediate and heartfelt. “We are so happy to 
be in a position where we can do this. God has blessed us through so many ministries of 
the church all our lives. It is a joy to be able to give.” 
 
 It reminded me of the words from the devotional booklet we are reading as a 
congregation from a person who had been able to give a gift to her church for a new 
ministry. “I feel like I was asked to partner with God for a great purpose. Our gift became 



one of the great delights of our lives. We loved knowing that we could make a difference. 
We were deeply moved by the experience. If God gives you the capacity and the passion 
to do something, why in God’s name wouldn’t you do it?” 
 
 Do you hear the posture? Deep gratitude, the kind of gratitude that only comes 
when one realizes one’s unique blessings, and responds with joy and generosity.  
 
 Paul cannot contain his gratitude as he thanks God for the Thessalonians. I always 
give thanks to God for all of you, constantly remembering your work of faith, your labor 
of love, your steadfastness of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ.  
 
 When Paul first traveled to Thessalonica, as told by Luke in the Book of Acts, the 
new Christians there were attacked by mobs in the street. Yet despite this persecution, 
their joyful faith persevered, even to the point where Paul no longer needed to speak of it. 
Their steadfast hope amid persecution was being told in other areas; so much so that their 
faithful witness required no words. 
 
 I suppose you’ve noticed over the last couple of years that our facility has been in 
quite a bit of chaos as we’ve moved here and there while the renovations have been going 
on. There has been someone with us, quietly in this space at all times of the day and some 
at night, painting alone. His name is Jeff, and we contracted with his company for all the 
painting throughout the facility, which was no small job. He never really said much to me 
until one of the last days he was with us. He knocked on my study door, and when I 
motioned him in I thought he was there to do some touch up work. Instead, he said, 
“Pastor, I’ve been wanting to say something to you. You have just a wonderful group of 
people here in this church. I’ve worked in lots of churches, and seen and heard a lot. You 
know, people will say all kinds of things when someone like me is in the room, thinking I 
guess that I don’t hear. So, I’ve heard a lot. But I must say your people here are just real. 
They walk the talk. And I wanted you to know.” 
 
 I have no way of knowing what he saw or heard, but if it is anything like what I see 
and hear in this community, it had the character of grace – the generosity of spirit that 
comes from a deep well of gratitude. It made me remember Spike, the gentleman who is 
always the landscaping foreman when we have done Second Saturdays at Brightstone. He 
sought me out to say our church was the best he had ever worked with, and he had 
worked with a lot. We really seemed joyful in the work, he said, and truly loved one 
another. “I’m coming to your church one Sunday,” he said, and he did. I lose track of the 
number of homeless men and women who find a way to say how welcomed they feel in 
this place, how the fact that we share a meal with them makes them want to come back 
again and again. Janelle told us about how the staff at the mission in Detroit told her that 



our youth and adults had brought such an authentic spirit to their week that it impacted 
the staff.  
 
 This is what Paul sees in the Thessalonians, and what so many see in lives captured 
by grace, filled with gratitude and generosity, and engaging in the work that springs from 
faith and trust, labor that comes from a deep well of love, and hope that remains steadfast 
in all circumstances. Paul recognizes the source of such living is God’s grace – abundant, 
free, overflowing, life-giving – grace.  
 
 We’ve had too many funerals of late. It has been hard to see people within our 
congregation go. Their absence leaves a gap here. Any time a generous, grateful, life is 
lost – their work of faith, their labor of love, their steadfastness of hope is missed. And 
yet, each time I feel the sadness of the loss, the Spirit helps me remember that the grace 
which grounded their lives is not lost – not to us, and not to them. It remains the ground 
of our own living, the fount of our own generosity. The best we can do to honor them is 
to follow – to respond to grace in the ways we are being called, and thus to bring glory to 
God in the church and in the world. 
 
 Today, in the silence that follows the sermon, I want to invite you to reflect on the 
people you know who display this grace, whose lives are a testimony to the work of faith, 
labor of love, and steadfastness of hope Paul celebrates. And I want to invite you to 
reflect on a ministry of this church that for you is an example of faith, love, and hope. As 
you think of these people and these ministries, offer their names to God in the silence of 
your hearts, and ask God to use them all to strengthen you and this community in our 
own generous response. To the glory of Christ alone. Amen.   


