
 

       Sermon for March 29   “Present When We’re Not”      

 

 I want to begin with some questions, “How can we be present when 

we’re not?” “How is God present when it seems He’s not?”  Moving apart 

physically goes against the grain of our faith. It leaves us with the 

same sentiment of the speaker from our lectionary Psalm 130: “Out of 

the depths, I cry to thee.” We usually think of “depths” as pits we want 

to get out of. But what if we are called to another depth? The voice in 

Ps. 42 cries out, “O my God, my soul despairs within. Therefore, I 

remember You from the land of Jordan and the peaks of Hermon, even 

from Mount Mizar. Deep calls to deep in the roar of Your waterfalls, all 

Your breakers have rolled over me.” 

 

 There are breakers rolling over us now. But what if the depth we are 

called to is an opportunity for the deep life of God to call us to a 

deeper life buried in each of us?  

 

You and I have these amazing opportunities to explore this deeper life.  

 

Instead of drawing away and become a recluse, this a time to be drawn 

deeper into the vibrant relationships we were created to have. The 

word recluse comes from the same word as closing. Reject the 

temptation to close off, shrink away, or marginalize yourself or others. 

Fear and suspicion are the GPS of the recluse. You were never created 

to be that person. This is the time to go deeper into your own life, 

other relationships and God’s profound and often unexpected presence.  

 

To begin with, this is the time to be fully present with yourself in 

deeper ways. Your travel has slowed, your to-do list has been slashed, 

your errands have been limited. This might be a time to admit you have 

become a stranger to yourself. You have passed yourself going and 

coming, as the expression goes. When was the last time you slowed 



down enough to have a real conversation with your body, to admit that 

parts of you have lived in isolation from other parts of you? This may 

be the time to reflect on some of the ways you are torn apart, your 

thoughts, emotions and will warring against each other or maybe worse, 

giving each other the silent treatment. I have spoken to people this 

week who admit they are far, far away from the person they were 

created to be. The prodigal son from Luke has become distant from his 

family and from himself, yet when he came to himself, the story reads, 

he headed home.  Is this a time for you to come back to yourself and 

head home?  God has this other life for you.  You are fearfully and 

wonderfully made; the rhythm moving through the ebb and flow of the 

tides is the same rhythm moving through you every time you inhale and 

exhale. As you shelter in, remember the One who shelters you with 

outspread wings, and never forget you were created in the image of 

the Creator who made all that is and loves all that is. Maybe this is the 

time to be present with yourself and allow those voices you have closed 

off within you to say what they need to say.  If you have not been 

present with yourself, now is the time to come together and as Meister 

Eckhart put it, “to come home to your true self.” 

 

When you come home to “your true self,” you may find new and 

healthier ways to connect with those you are estranged from.  It’s 

possible to be physically present without really being there.  Even 

though we are not going inside to visit now, all around I see something I 

haven’t seen since I was a child – people actually visiting with neighbors 

and friends on front porches or back yards. Instead of paying high 

prices to sit in small, crowded theatres waiting to be entertained by 

others, we are moving out into spacious parks, into the natural world to 

create new ways to be refreshed and restored. Air conditioning drove 

us in, now, ironically, COVID19 is moving us out in surprising ways that 

are reminiscent of another age. And even as we have the time now to 

clean out closets or attics, we also feel the nudge of the Spirit to do 

some deep spiritual and emotional cleaning as well.  Every day, we hear 



new stories of people being “repurposed” at work. We have the chance 

with God’s help to “repurpose” all our ways of living and to find a new 

direction and identity.  Even a dreaded thing can be repurposed in 

divine ways. 

  

 Some of you now are in closer proximity to family or to others under 

one roof. A counselor on our one of our recent regional Zoom meetings 

noted that being too close is scary for people who struggle from abuse 

or trauma and long to be much more than 6 feet from each other!  

These need our support and encouragement. Still others may have an 

opportunity right now to heal some divides. A new enemy now threatens 

all of us and we have the freedom now to consciously reject the 

temptation to perpetuate old patterns of resentment, apathy, 

competition, jealousy, low self -esteem or feelings of superiority. This 

is the time to pull together and pull back from ingrained 

predispositions of prejudice, of “us versus them.” For now, it is “us 

versus it.” This may be a time to begin healing those wounded 

relationships among us, so we may be healthy in every way to thrive 

going forward, rather than just survive. There is something about a 

pandemic that should bring us together. What good will it be if we are 

released from sheltering in, to go wherever we want if we are still 

emotionally locked down, culturally locked down, mentally locked down, 

or spiritually locked down? What good will it be? 

 

In this moment we also have the opportunity to develop a new presence 

with people who usually live locked down or shut out.  The Persian 

philosopher Hafez is credited with saying “fear is the cheapest room in 

the house. I’d like to see you in better living conditions.” God would like 

to see us all of us in better living conditions -physically and spiritually. 

And so we are reminded not to forget the poor at this time, who face 

the crisis of being shut down and locked out on a regular basis, those 

for whom supplies are scarce, not because these items aren’t on the 

shelves, but because many lack the resources to acquire them. What 



seems like an unprecedented crisis to many of us is the norm for many 

of them. This is the time to enter into a new solidarity, a new 

understanding, a new empathy with the millions who across our globe 

have never known what it’s like not to live sheltered in from areas torn 

by war, poverty and unrest.  

 

On our Zoom Conference Call last Tuesday, Bishop Valerie Melvin 

brought to us a message shared during one of her recent conference 

calls: “Never waste a crisis!” So, this is the opportunity to be drawn 

into God’s deep mercy, love and forgiveness and away from old patterns 

of relating which haven’t been working for us. 

 

This is a time to choose instead to seek refuge at the deep center of 

God’s life. On cold mornings as a young child, I would move towards the 

center of the house where the oil heater blazed. I’d drape my clothes 

on the open door. There was fire inside that would radiate out to the 

whole house, but for the real warmth, you needed to open the door and 

draw close. This is the time to draw toward that fire in the deep 

center of God’s presence. 

  

The sisters Mary and Martha long for Jesus to be present with them 

and their brother Lazarus who has fallen sick in our Gospel reading for 

today from John 11. They cry out to Jesus from the depths of their 

fear, “Please come!”  They cry out with the same fear spreading like 

wildfire across our country world, “Come and help, our brother, sister, 

mother, father, co-worker, or child has fallen sick. especially now, we 

need to remind ourselves that in that story and in all our stories, Jesus 

never wastes a crisis. He could have come and given what they hoped 

for, a physical healing, but he waits, In the end, Jesus decides to give 

them something deeper and more profound than a physical healing. As 

amazing as that always is (a physical healing), He has deeper things to 

show them, a deeper life, a deeper presence.  

 



 Instead of living in fear of some disease that attacks our lungs, we are 

invited to trust the One who in that valley of dry bones that deeply 

troubling place, speaks life, sending his breath, his spirit, in all four 

directions to revive life and hope. 

I don’t know what valley of bones, what depth you are in, but God has a 

new deep for you and a question, “Do you believe in the resurrection?”  

Listen from Romans 8: “11If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the 

dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will give life to 

your mortal bodies also through his Spirit that dwells in you,” so 

remember, Paul continues in verse 15, “you did not receive a spirit of 

slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received a spirit of adoption. 

When we cry, ‘Abba! Father!’  

We began today with Psalm 130. It ends this way, “If you, O LORD, 

should mark iniquities, Lord, who could stand?4 But there is forgiveness 

with you, so that you may be revered.”   

In the twentieth century, amazing cures and vaccinations have been 

discovered to protect against yellow fever, polio, tetanus, measles, 

whooping cough, rabies and smallpox. And many listening to my voice 

may see a cure for most cancers in their lifetimes. For all these we are 

grateful. We, like those who have gone before now await a new vaccine 

to keep us safe.  While I say that, I also say to all of us. Don’t waste 

this crisis. For there is no vaccination for this deep spiritual sickness 

we are prone to without God. Our human condition left alone moves 

farther and farther from God. Milton said it this way, we were created 

to rise but free to fall. Our tendency is to head towards a depth we 

can’t rise from.  Jesus present  among us, the one came not just to heal 

our bodies but to heal our souls and when we invite him to forgive us 

restore us and be fully present with us, we who were far away, the 

writer of Ephesians puts it in Ephesians 2:13, are brought near through 

the blood of Christ. For he himself is our peace, and he is present to 



tear down walls of hostility and draw us deeper into the heart of God. 

Isn’t that the depth you long for? 

 The final words of Ps. 130 echo in our hearts: “I wait for the lord, my 

soul waits.”  What will tomorrow bring?  We wait to hear. Choose to 

wait for more.  Amid the roar of great waterfalls and the all breakers 

that rollover you, know this He comes to bring you back to the heart of 

God, back to others and back to yourself. He offers that to you right 

now. Pray this with me: “God, I have wandered far away. I need to come 

home to you. Forgive me through Christ’s redeeming love and let me 

start over in you.” 

Now go with this hope: He is present when we think He’s not. He’s 

already here when we fear He’s not coming. And, this is the time for us 

to be called to new depths, not of despair, but of transformative hope.  

He has come to reconcile us back to ourselves, others and grace us 

with a wholeness and health we never imagined, gifting us with the 

courage to be the people we were created to be. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Prayers of the Parish:  Gracious God, we ask you to heal those who are sick, recovering, 

awaiting treatments, waiting for test results. Let us pray to the Lord: 

Grace Price, Eloise and John Kleinert, Mary Ethel Lewis, Kathy and G. A. Spain, June Anderson, Willie 

and Faye Rogers, Rick Rogers (Faye & Willie Rogers' son), John and Becky Selzer, Teenie Wilson, 

Rebecca Daniels, Mary Ellen Ham, Lorraine Loch, Val Watkins (Brantley's sister-in-law), the Spain's great 

granddaughter Katie, Molly McEldowney (Sharon Jones' daughter) and her brother, David Reynolds, 

Robert Strader (June Anderson's son-in-law), Jodie Hudson, Eddie Stewart,  Linda Hilburn, Lee Summerlin, 

Gary Bartlett, Bill Smith, Gordon Aycock (friend of June Anderson), Chuck Allen, Lee Summerlin’s family 

in the death of his daughter Donna. 

 

We ask that you keep us safe from COVID 19 and protect those who have lost their jobs or are 

facing other challenges associated with this. For these, let us pray to the Lord. 

 

We ask for wisdom and governance for such a time and for those who make decisions that affect 

so many – our own government leaders, CDC, WHO, and support agencies. For these, let us pray 

to the Lord. 

 

We ask you hear the requests of all our hearts, spoken and unspoken, (PLEASE name your own at 

home) and we ask all according to your will, covered by your grace and mercy and in the Name 

of Jesus, Amen. 

 

Communion (You may pick up individual communion packs at the entry table at the parking 

lot entrance Mondays from 10 to 12 or Tuesdays from 10 to 12 or use your own bread and 

juice at home. You may also drop off your offerings at that time) 

 

Communion Meditation    Excerpts from poem ‘The Sweetness of Mercy.’ 

 

In these days when are far from One Table, 

Forgive us if we were ever bored with your Board.  

Have mercy on us if we took you for granted, Bread of Life and Cup of 

Salvation, 

Oh, to be together again, 

To feel the touch of One Loaf, One Cup, One Body  

Held and passed by many hands! 

Oh, to break one Bread as One 

And to drink from One Cup! 

We come again to 

Taste your sweetness, 

To wash down fear with your strength. 

We come again 

To savor hope.  

 



Preparing the Lord’s Table with Our Offerings – May we remember to prepare the Lord’s 

Table with our Offerings. (In this time we are apart, please remember to share your offerings as 

regularly as you can by dropping them by the church office from 10 to 12 on Monday or Tuesday 

of each week, or by calling Wanda for another time, or by mailing in. Wanda will make weekly 

deposits each week during this time on Wednesday afternoons. 

 
 

Words of Institution - On the night when he was betrayed, Jesus took the bread and broke it, and 

gave it to his disciples, saying, “This is my Body broken for you. Eat this in remembrance of me.”  

(COMMUNE)   In the same manner after supper, Jesus took the Cup and when he had blessed it, 

he gave it to his disciples, saying, “This is my blood of a new covenant, poured out for you and 

for many, for the forgiveness of sin. Drink it in remembrance of me.”  (COMMUNE) 

 

Benediction Prayer:  Go in peace, go in safety, go in trust, go in grace. In the name of the Father, 

Son and Holy Spirit, Amen. 

 

 

 
 

Virtual Palm Sunday Next Sunday, April 5, 2020 

Alright.  There is no reason we can’t still lay down our branches before Jesus on April 5!  Here 

is what I want to ask you to do this week. Ready?  Go in your yard and break off some branches 

from your tree or shrub and lay them along the path going up to your front door. 

 

Lay them any way you want. It just shows Jesus the way into your heart this Holy Week and then 

I want you to take a picture of it (with you in the picture preferably or with just the palms) 

and email them or text them to Andrew Clarke (gocanes87@yahoo.com ) and to me 

(pbziemer@gmail.com) by Thursday April 2, 2020 

 

We want to upload them to our website! This will be a part of our worship experience on 

April 5. 
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