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The View from Mt. Nebo 

A big part of my job is talking to people, and I do so all the time.  Over the course of my many 
years in ministry, there’s no telling how many such conversations I’ve had.  But of all those no 
doubt now thousands of conversations, there have been a handful that made such an impression 
on me at the time that I’ve never forgotten them, not even years later.  Whether it was something 
they said, or the way they said it, it really struck home, so much so that it’s stayed with me ever 
since.  I had one such conversation years ago with a man named Gordon Pointer, a farmer in Dry 
Valley, Tennessee, who told me—and this was almost forty years ago—on a day when I was all 
worked up over something, “Don’t worry, preacher; it always rains fifteen minutes before it’s too 
late.”  I don’t care if I live to be a hundred, I won’t ever forget his words.  In fact, I don’t know 
that there’s ever been a better description of the providence of God than that, the fact that it 
always rains fifteen minutes before it’s too late. 

Another one of those memorable conversations is one I had with a fellow minister back in the 
early 90’s when I was a pastor in Memphis.  His name was Cal Bailey, and the mere fact of that 
conversation was itself remarkable, since Cal rarely said enough to constitute a complete 
sentence, much less a conversation.  But not that night.  No, that night Cal started talking and 
couldn’t stop.  I have no idea how long it went on, but it was a long time, as if a dam had burst, 
and years of pent-up anger and frustration just poured out. 

Cal was very close to retirement then, and it was painfully clear that he had almost nothing 
left to give.  He told me that he had graduated from seminary in the early 1950’s, and like many 
pastors in that era, his first call had been a new church development, a brand-new church of 
which he was the very first pastor.  That era was the church’s heyday in the US, and many people 
in the church still look back on those years as the “good old days.”  But in the south the 1950’s 
was when the wars started, the wars in the church that in some ways have never stopped.  First, 
it was the battle over civil rights, a battle that tore apart a lot of churches in the south, including 
the one I grew up in.  Later, in the 1970’s, it was the battle over women’s ordination, and still 
later, in the 80’s and then early 90’s, it was the early battles over the ordination of gays and 
lesbians. 

It had been, Cal lamented that night, just one battle after another over the whole course of his 
ministry.  Battles that had taken a toll on a lot of churches, particularly those who tried to remain 
faithful to the Lord.  Battles that had also taken a big toll on a lot of ministers, too, folks like Cal, 
who had gone into the ministry just wanting everyone to love each other, and who simply didn’t 
have the stomach for that kind of endless conflict.  He retired shortly after our conversation, and 
I hope the poor man at last found some peace.  The church he was serving then closed when he 
retired.  It was the same church where he had started out his ministry forty years before, a church 
of which he had been both the first and the last pastor.  Which somehow seemed appropriate. 

I graduated from seminary in 1977, about 25 years after Cal, a time when the church still bore 
all the trappings of its heyday in the 1950’s.  The framework of the church was still more or less 
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intact.  People still thought of the church as a rock-solid institution with a permanent place in our 
society.  Buildings were still more or less intact.  There was even still a fair amount of money 
flowing through the church for doing ministry, a shocking amount of money compared to what’s 
available these days in most places.  But while on the surface everything still looked pretty good, 
the cracks in the foundation were even then more and more apparent, and they were growing 
larger with every passing year.  The church was clearly struggling to adapt to a new reality, a 
new social reality, a new economic reality, a rapidly changing religious landscape.  The whole 
world was changing, and it was changing a lot faster than the church—always a pretty 
conservative institution—could adapt. 

Nobody knew where it was all headed.  So no one really knew what to do.  Some thought the 
church needed to change everything to keep up with the times, and some actually tried to do that 
with predictably disastrous results.  Others thought that the church shouldn’t change anything, 
not a single thing, and some didn’t, which didn’t work out much better.  The resulting uncertainty 
simply exacerbated all the tensions that naturally exist in a church—we are, after all, a human 
institution—and as so often happens we all wanted to blame someone else for all our problems.  
No doubt, there was plenty of blame to go around, and there still is, but the problem—the real 
problem—wasn’t anyone’s fault at all.  It’s just that the world was changing, and changing faster 
than we could, even if we’d known exactly what to do, which we didn’t.  So like Cal said, it was 
just one battle after another, as if the battles would never end. 

But you know what?  I think they’re ending.  I really do.  In fact, I’m far more optimistic about 
the church—not just this church, but “the” church—far more optimistic now than I was just a few 
years ago.  There’s a new generation of people coming up in the life of the church—talented 
people like Megan, and Drew, and Annie, and Chip—people that are going to provide good 
leadership for the church in the new day that is finally beginning to dawn. 

What is more, we’re beginning to get a handle on what it’s going to take for the church to 
manage in this rapidly changing world, among those challenges, how to take care of our 
buildings, which is a problem for every church, though for some (like us) a lot bigger problem 
than for others.  But here we’re working on a plan, a plan for putting the long-term care and 
upkeep of this building on a much more sustainable foundation.  You’ll hear more about that 
from Phil McMunigal later in the service, and if we’re successful in that effort--and we’re going 
to have to work at it to be successful—but if we are, then we’re going to be in a much better place 
going forward. 

Of course, we’re a long way from home free, but just like Moses atop of Mt. Nebo, I can see 
better times ahead.  I wouldn’t go so far as to call it the Promised Land, but the time is coming 
when this church will not only be a stronger and healthier congregation, but one, thanks in no 
small part to our time in the wilderness, that is a more humble and a more faithful congregation.  
In short, this is a very good time to be a part of this church, a church that I’m confident is looking 
ahead to a very bright future. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, 
to whom be all glory and honor, now and forevermore… 


