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To the extent possible, effort has been made to preserve the quality of the spoken word in this written adaptation.

It is an honor to be invited to preach on the first Sunday when we honor Jeff O’Grady at his 

retirement.  Jeff, leader/ preacher/ pastor/ is for me, a dear personal friend. On this special 

occasion I want to ask a question: What time is it?

       

Never have you and I asked so many questions about time.  Is it time to open our schools? Is it 

time to see family members again—grandchildren and grandparents?  Is it time to travel again?  

Is it finally time to enjoy worship in person on Sunday mornings?    The calendar tells us it is April 

2021, but what time is it in your life?  And what time is it in the life of our congregation?

As we ask that question, we need to be reminded that the New Testament uses not one but two 

words for time: kronos, chronological time; and kairos, the opportune or right time. As I thought 

about time earlier this week, I reached into a desk drawer and pulled out this family pocket 

watch.  I do not remember how it came into my possession.  I wondered about its history.  I took 

it to a watchmaker in La Canada on Tuesday.  And he told me such a story.

 

Now intrigued, I learned that prior to the late nineteenth century time was a purely local 

phenomenon. Each town would set their clocks at noon each day when the sun reached its zenith. 

This town clock would be the “official” time, and citizens would set their watches and clocks to 

the time of the town. Some enterprising citizens became mobile clock setters, carrying a watch 

with the accurate time to adjust the clocks in customers’ homes on a weekly basis. Travel between 

cities, however, meant having to change one’s pocket watch upon arrival.  Once railroads began 

to move people rapidly across great distances, the exact time became more critical.  In the early 

years of railroads, schedules were very confusing because each stop was based on a different 

local time. The standardization of time was essential to the efficient operation of railroads.

In 1883, at a meeting in Washington D.C., four times zones were established: Eastern, Central, 

Mountain, and Pacific.  Within each time zone, clocks would now be synchronized to be on 

the same time. This watch is 2021. It can take your pulse, measure your steps, count your 

calories—make coffee in the morning.  In the end, the 1901 and the 2021 watches both measure 

time quantitatively.
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I want to invite you to consider time that is qualitative: kairos time. This time is so much more 

intriguing for those who choose to follow Jesus Christ as Lord of time and eternity.  At the beginning 

of Mark’s gospel, Jesus proclaimed: “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come …”  Let’s 

explore what kairos (What different translations render the right time, the opportune time), can 

mean for each of us.  I want to suggest that the way we answer the question will have everything 

to do with the way we live into the future in the coming days, weeks, and months of 2021.  As 

we answer the question, What time is it?, we have several options: A first option is to turn the 

clock of time backwards. Yuval Levin, in his book, The Fractured Republic: Renewing America’s 

Social Contract in the Age of Individualism, argues that many Americans today are caught up in a 

“nostalgia” for some golden era of the past.  He writes, “Nostalgia is at the core of the frustration 

that so overwhelms our politics now.” Levin, who identifies himself as a Conservative — he 

worked in the George W. Bush administration — contends that conservatives’ and liberals’ 

different nostalgias block each from moving creatively into the future. 

I want to expand on Levin’s argument to suggest we, in the church, are often also caught up in 

nostalgia.  I grew up in Glendale.  At Glendale high school, we had a weekly Young Life club 

that numbered 250 members.  At the Glendale Presbyterian Church I was part of 100 high school 

kids singing loudly on a Sunday morning. I sometimes enjoy thinking about those cherished 

memories, but we all need to learn: we cannot go back.  We, as a congregation, celebrate 80 

years since our founding, but cannot go to some earlier age.

A second option is depicted by the book of Ecclesiastes: to live in the present time.  The writer 

declares, “For everything there is a season, a time to plant, and a time to pluck up; a time to weep, and 

a time to laugh, a time to keep silence and a time to speak.” The writer is challenging his audience: 

Is it a time to keep silence or a time to speak?  

We need to be clear-eyed about the problems we face in the pandemic: economic dislocation, 

challenge of racial justice, anti-Asian hate, and reality of climate change. But we can also be ready 

to face the marvelous possibilities ahead for our congregation as we believe in God’s kairos time. 

Sometimes, kairos can surprise us.  In 2004-2005 our congregation was seeking a new senior 

pastor.  In the previous years, this congregation had experienced some down times in ministerial 

leadership.  In the midst of the search for a new pastor, Gary Demarest made a recommendation 

to the pastor-seeking committee, “Take a look at Jeff O’Grady.”

 



April 18, 2021 What Time is It? Dr. Ron White

4

When Jeff’s name was presented, and the committee looked over his resume, I am sure some 
must have said: Oh, my goodness, for the last eleven years he has been serving at Princeton 
Seminary, the last seven as Dean of Students; and he has served only seven years as a Presbyterian 
pastor, and that as a youth minister.  Would we want to take a chance on a person with such a 
thin resume?  We did, in God’s good kairos time, and you and I have been the beneficiaries of 
Jeff and Lynn’s presence among us these past, marvelous, 15 years.

As we say “Farewell, Godspeed”, to Jeff and Lynn, let us go boldly into the post-Pandemic church.  
We are blessed with an outstanding leader/preacher/pastor in Jessica Vaughan Lower, and a 
splendid group of church officers.  Together, we base our hopes for the future on the foundation 
of the life, teaching, death, and resurrection of Jesus the Christ — all of which took place in kronos, 
chronological time, but for those with eyes to see and ears to hear it is God’s kairos for 2021.  

I must admit that for me I can seldom preach a sermon without being reminded of the example 
of Abraham Lincoln.  In the early years of the Civil War, Massachusetts Senator Charles Sumner 
consistently badgered Lincoln to move now to emancipate the slaves.  Sumner paid a price for 
his courage.  A few years before, while Sumner sat at his desk, a South Carolina Congressman 
entered the Senate chamber and attacked Sumner with a metal-topped cane, beating him again 
and again on the head and shoulders, leaving him unconsciousness.  

One day, when Sumner approached Lincoln with yet another plea to free the slaves, Lincoln gave 
a reply that fully sympathized with Sumner’s intent, and that he was operating on “a different 
clock.”   On January 1, 1863, when Lincoln signed the emancipation proclamation, he answered 
the question: What time is it? 

Someone has said, “timing is everything.”  How are you and I to live into the post-pandemic 
church?  What time is it for you and me in 2021? Is it time to reach out to someone you know 
who has been suffering from loneliness, if not depression?  Is it time to write that letter to 
someone with whom you want to mend a relationship?  Is it time to open your checkbook with 
greater generosity to the church and other Christian causes?

Psychologists tell us that as we age, we are less and less likely to venture into new paths, to try 
to do new things.  But that is chronological time.  But that is kronos time; we can live into kairos 
time.  Kairos, God’s right time, God’s opportune time, promises us the Holy Spirit — who will 
help you answer the question: What time is it?


