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The GRACE of our DIRTY

HANDS

There is pain in not having said the words that needed to be said once we realize it’s too late to say them … I
had a friend named Sharon … with whom I’d laughed and cried, had deep discussions, argued with and cared
for, deeply. We had each been through a difficult first marriage and divorce – I many years before, and she very
recently. As Sharon and I became fast friends we decided that in retirement we would purchase a duplex, live
next door to each other, and grow old together, eschewing men altogether. Sharon remarried first, and several
years later I married Steve. So much for eschewing men.
My friendship with Sharon ended abruptly and without resolution in 1993. I didn’t have the guts then to say
what needed to be said, nor the psychological muscle to hear what she might have said to me in return. Recently
my friend, Laurie McClanahan, helped me find her. Laurie and I scoured social media, through Facebook and
online news articles, searching for her last-known relatives and friends, until we found her. Sharon died in
August 2016 in a hospital in Topeka, KS. I read her bare-bones obituary, recognizing that no one had offered
the story of perhaps the most highly intelligent and deeply feeling woman I’ve ever known. To my knowledge
this heartfelt story has remained untold. Now, where’s the grace in that?
So I stand before you today, after a long period of silence at the pulpit and absence from the pews to say what
I believe needs to be said, hoping I have the guts and the psychological muscle to hear what you might say to
me in return.
Let’s you and I embark on a difficult conversation … fierce even … by first looking back at Simon, Peter, James,
and John, who left everything to follow Jesus. Luke doesn’t tell us that they cleaned all those fish, that they
gathered their belongings, that they even said goodbye to their father. They walked away from their nets, their
boats, their families, and their lives to follow Jesus. They came to him without so much as the simplest
understanding of a ministry to “fish for people”, its eventual consequences for each of them, nor the benefit
their ministries would offer the world. They took a leap of faith, they followed blindly, and they smelled of fish.
They didn’t even wash up before they offered their lives to Jesus. They came to Christ with dirty hands – as you
and I do each time we come to Christ’s table with the dirty, imperfect humanity we offer our world. I recognize
fears and regrets that have stopped me in my tracks – and the guilt that has propelled me forward … evidence
of my dirtied hands. There are challenges in each of our lives that threaten to draw us into a dark place – to
make us ashamed of the dirt of our lives. But still, you and I come to Christ every time we offer our beautifully
unique, flawed ministries for the people and causes we most care about, and when we enter into and maintain
relationships with each other.
I’ve told this story before and it’s too good to leave out now: Though an unsubstantiated story, St. Teresa of
Avila reportedly had a terse exchange with God after a particularly difficult time doing his bidding when she
asked, “Why, God, do you persist in putting obstacles in my path … the path I believe you want me to follow?”
God answered, “This is the way I treat my friends.” Teresa responded, “It’s no wonder, then, that you have so
few.”

As we say goodbye to a year in the story of St. David of Wales, some of us, like Teresa, see that time as having
been an obstacle in our path; others of us, like Isaiah, cry “Woe is me! I am lost,” feeling that we’ve lost our
moorings as individuals within this community of faith. We recognize rival narratives about the year that has
just passed and about its ending. It’s our job as the people of this community to create space for each other’s
narratives, and to be in relationship with each other even when the topic is totally tough. As we do, I look down
at my dirty hands. Maybe you do too. Now, where’s the grace in that?
I’ve often said “I dig all things dirt” – on a literal level. I love to garden with dirt under my nails. I find it the
most exhilarating art form ever, followed closely by ceramics. That ball of clay feels right in my hands as I form
sculpture and art tile … and that takes form so beautifully in Steve’s hands as he throws pottery on the wheel.
(I’ve watched Steve center the clay and himself to create pure magic with that simple ball of clay.) Now, let’s
dig all things dirt on a metaphorical level as each of us recognizes our individual roles in this past year through
which we must heal so that we can grow together as a community of one. Can we do that? Yes, I think we can!
Can we become healthy enough to reconstruct a common narrative so that we move forward with a shared
sense of vision? Yes, we believe we can! Might we each create a bridge so that all can find our way into this
conversation with what Abraham Lincoln called “the better angels of our nature”? Oh God, I hope we can!
Eleanor Roosevelt said, “It takes as much energy to wish as it does to plan,” so let’s do that much-needed healing
– and then let’s plan – for each of us as members of a body and for the forward movement of St. David of Wales..
And what of my friend, Sharon? Five and a half years after her death and many years since I lost her friendship,
I now tell a bit of her story in this love letter to you as Steve and I return to St. David. I find grace in that.
And what about us – you and me? We don’t get to see all the consequences of our humanity. We don’t get to
see clear evidence that the choices we make today will cause hurt and it will reap benefits that live beyond us.
So, each of us, along with the stories of our lives, chisels daily thoughts, words, and deeds for ourselves and for
others – present and future. Peter, James, John, and the rest of that gloriously flawed gang of 12 made plenty
of dirty mistakes living the best lives they knew how. We hope to get our hands as clean as we can – for a future
we cannot entirely envision, and for God, who uses the heartfelt work of our flawed, dirty hands for good. Thank
goodness, because a healthy church isn’t a given; it’s not self-sustaining. We, as its members, nurture and tend
it, albeit with dirt on our hands.
Fellow travelers on the road, by the grace of God which passes all understanding, let’s have deep conversations,
argue when we disagree, accomplish good things together, receive the Good News even in times of trouble,
nurture and reimagine our community of faith. There’s grace in that! Amen.

