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First Presbyterian Church November 12, 2017 
Rev. Jesse Garner Joshua 24:1-3a, 14-25; 1 Thess. 4:13-18; Matthew 25:1-13 

Our Story 

Every family has its story, its own distinctive story, a story made up of a lot of different stories 
that have accumulated over the years, a composite story, then, that is every bit as unique to each 
family as its DNA.  These are stories that everyone in a family knows, having heard them told 
and re-told at family gatherings over the years, stories that in many cases have been passed down 
over several generations.  These family stories are very often tied to particular places, typically 
the place one thinks of as home, so that being in those places, even thinking about those places, 
can often summon up the stories.  A few years ago, I was in California for a family wedding, and 
one night while talking with my two older sisters and one of our cousins, we got off on the subject 
of Cool Springs, the small farming community in Tennessee where both my parents grew up, and 
which is still for me the center of my universe, my home. 

We were trying to remember who had lived where in Cool Springs, and drawing on all our 
memories, we eventually gathered at the table and produced a map, and of course, every house 
on the map led to stories about the families that had lived there, and how they were related to us, 
since nearly everyone who lived there was somehow related to us.  It was almost literally a map 
of our story, or in our case our stories, since just like parts of the Old Testament, in my family 
there are generally two versions of every story, the Garner version and the Headden version, that 
being my mother’s family.  Though Cool Springs being a very small place, they were different 
versions of stories about exactly the same people. 

Every family has stories like this.  You all do, I’m sure, and they’re no small thing.  Such stories 
are a big part of how we make sense of the world around us, and just how and where it is that 
we fit into that world.  The stories help us to understand both who we are, and just as 
importantly—particularly if you’re from where I’m from—who we aren’t, and why.  It’s no 
coincidence that one of the canonical stories in my family has to do with a run in my grandfather 
had with the Ku Klux Klan in the 1920’s.  A very interesting story, that like several of the stories 
about my grandfather, involves a shotgun. 

But precisely because these kinds of stories are important, perhaps like many of you, my 
family has a problem.  A problem, because these days we’re so spread out—literally from coast 
to coast—that we’re seldom all together in any one place, and certainly not in Cool Springs, which 
is a long way from where any of us lives today.  I don’t think either of my daughters has ever 
been to Cool Springs but once, and that was years ago when my mother was buried there.  In fact, 
the only one of us that’s been to Cool Springs on any kind of regular basis in recent years has 
been my brother who still owns the old family farms there.  On the few occasions when my 
siblings and I have all been together recently, it’s been at another of my brother’s farms, one in 
upstate New York, which is certainly a whole lot more comfortable than any place we ever stayed 
in Cool Springs, but it’s not Cool Springs, and it doesn’t summon up any of the old stories, stories 
then that for the most part my daughters have rarely if ever heard.  Which is a big deal to me, 
since I’m not sure, then, or at least I’m not as sure as I’d like to be, that my daughters know who 
they are.  And more importantly, who they aren’t. 

Now all of this is a very long and roundabout way of getting to our Old Testament lesson for 
this morning, the story of a very important event that took place at a critical point in the history 
of Israel at a place called Shechem, a place that unless you’re a real student of the Old Testament, 
you’ve probably never heard of.  So let me try to explain to you exactly what Shechem is, and 
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why it’s important.  You see, Shechem was the Cool Springs of the ancient Israelites.  Shechem 
was ground zero.  Shechem is where “Israel” was born. 

Now if you know your Old Testament history, you may find that to be an utterly preposterous 
and wildly inaccurate statement, for the simple fact that there was an Israel long before anything 
happened at Shechem.  I will grant you that the people, and in that sense, the nation we know as 
Israel, did in fact exist long before the events that are recorded for us in the 24th chapter of Joshua, 
a portion of which we read this morning.  In fact, many of the most famous events in the history 
of that people, that nation, events like the dramatic escape from their bondage in Egypt, the 
miraculous crossing of the sea, the long years of wandering through the wilderness, and finally 
crossing over the Jordan into the Promised Land and making a home there, all of that had 
happened before this famous gathering at Shechem. 

But something critically important happened at Shechem, for it was there that all of those 
earlier events, and the various stories of all those events that had been passed down over the 
years, were melded into one story, and it is that story, the story told then and later on at Shechem, 
that we know as the story of Israel.  Sure, we may have been calling them Israelites all along, but 
they really didn’t become Israel, the people we think of as Israel, until what happened at 
Shechem, when Joshua gathered all the tribes together and made them choose whom they would 
serve.  There they chose to serve God, which is probably what the word “Israel” originally meant.  
That’s where their story, their family story, came together.  The story that told them who they 
were, and who they weren’t. 

Our church has a story, too, and we don’t do as good a job as we should of telling people that 
story, even telling ourselves that story.  Of course, part of the problem is that this being a very 
old church, it’s a very long story, and like anything that’s been around for a long time, we have a 
tendency to take it for granted.  Like it was a mountain or something.  Actually, I think it would 
be a good idea for us to do what the ancient Israelites did, and that was to gather every year at 
Shechem to tell the story over and over again so that no one would forget it, which was a real 
concern to them since if they forgot the story, it was probably only a matter of time before they 
forgot who they were, and became a nation just like every other nation—which is precisely what 
the story was intended to prevent.  So they did it, they went to Shechem every year for a long 
time, probably all the way up until the time that Solomon built the temple in Jerusalem, and 
people started going there instead of assembling every year at Shechem.  Which, as it turned out, 
was a big mistake.   Because they did forget the story, at least for a very long time. 

I think if we did know our history better, we would have a clearer sense of who we are, and 
a stronger commitment to being that kind of church long into the future.  We do have the 
advantage of gathering in this place every week, since here we’ve got that history all around us, 
and practically everywhere you look here, you can see our history.  In fact, when we have new 
member classes, we don’t sit around a table and talk about our history.  No, we take a tour of the 
church and look at our history.  We go out into the narthex and look at the plaque 
commemorating the organization of the first presbytery in America, an American church, a 
meeting that took place at our church, at Old Buttonwood.  We look at that marble plaque right 
over there, one of the oldest objects in this church, commemorating the work of George Whitfield 
and Gilbert Tennent in the 1740’s during the Great Awakening, a seminal event in American 
history.   We look at the chandelier hanging in the Beadle Room, a chandelier that once hung in 
the home of the Presidents of the United States when Philadelphia was its capital.  We look at this 
sanctuary and how it reflected the dramatic changes that took place in Philadelphia following the 
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Civil War.  And I could go on and on because there is so much history here, and that history is 
our story.  It’s who we are. 

And it’s who we’re going to be for a very long time here at the corner of 21st & Walnut, thanks 
to some wise decisions made in the last few years by the very capable leadership of this 
congregation, decisions that have positioned this church very well for the coming years.  
Decisions like going ahead with our Preserving First campaign a few years ago, despite still being 
in the grip of the worst economic downturn since the great depression, a decision which enabled 
us to undertake critically needed renovations to our facilities.  Decisions like the ongoing effort 
to put the long-term care and upkeep of this building on a financially sustainable basis that will 
not be a burden to future generations.  Those decisions, plus the strength and commitment to 
service evidenced by the entire congregation, has enabled us to look to the future of this church 
with a great deal of confidence, certain that—God willing—our story will continue far into the 
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 forever… 


