
In the name of the Father, and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.  

Good Morning! I just want to take a moment and let you all know how honored (and 

lucky!) I am to be your deacon here at St. Anne’s. Now you’ve gotten a rookie, and I’m 

sorry for that, but I’m so thrilled to be a part of this affirming, hospitable and unexpected 

place. And, please know that the use of the term unexpected is most certainly a 

compliment.  

 I want to go with that term-unexpected, because right now we are in that strange season of 

Lent, and are about to be thrown head first into the journey of the Passion of Christ. That 

time when it seems the church calendar slows down and drag us through this wild story- 

this complete undoing as well as the culmination of the life of Jesus. When it comes to Lent- 

we may all know the story, but it is still baffling, still unexpected in so many ways.  

Many of you may know that I’m a Chaplain, and more specifically a chaplain for Hospice. 

And, a few years ago I worked at Duke Hospice for their inpatient facility- a 12 room 

hospice house for patients and families to gather together, tell their stories and say 

goodbye.  

Now, there were certain expectations that we had at hospice, certain ways that we hoped 

everything would go- we hoped that folks could be surrounded by those they loved, be pain 

free, and have the end of their lives experienced in meaningful, purposeful and supportive 

ways. That is the goal, and my part to play as chaplain is to help folks talk about their 

faith, their journeys, their struggles and their hopes.  

So, I was working nights at this facility-which was a great time to get to know the patients 

and their families who were visiting after work and into the night. And, like I mentioned, I 

had certain expectations about how conversations and interactions would go-I even had 

certain expectations about the types of patients we might have-and, my friends, these were 

dangerous assumptions. Because, one night I met a young man that shattered all of my 

expectations.  David was not your typical hospice patient (if there even is such a thing!)- 

you see David was just 26 and was dying of prostate cancer. Out of the twelve doors in that 

place, his was the one I desperately wanted to avoid.  



How was I going to talk to this person? At the time, I was only 2 years older than David, 

and I was absolutely clueless on how to approach him. Sometimes all of the training and 

education doesn’t even begin to help you deal with a situation like his. But, I had to knock 

on that door, and the first time I did, we had a very brief interaction- He dismissed me 

quickly, he made it clear that he didn’t feel like talking.  

Great! He had no idea that I didn’t feel like talking either- I was out of that door quicker 

than a minute. And, I guess I could have left it at that, charted him as a refusal and moved 

on, but I just couldn’t-I’m a little stubborn(ask my husband about that) and I had heard 

from the nurses about how much David was struggling- physically and emotionally. So, I 

kept trying- and he kept sending me away. I was just about ready to give up when I begged 

one of the nurses to give me some hint at how to get David to engage with me.  

That’s when she told me about Gus- Gus, the Golden Retriever. Gus was one of our 

therapy dogs, and he and David had formed a relationship back when David was being 

treated at the hospital. Gus was my in.  

Here was my plan- Gus came in one night, and I just started stalking him down the 

hallway. He went into David’s room and I just stood outside until their time was finished. I 

let Gus do all the hard work- make David comfortable and relaxed-and then, I made my 

move- Gus was out, and I slipped in right after him!  

And, what I found was completely and totally unexpected. I saw him, David-a young man 

dying of cancer- sitting on his bed- warmly inviting me in to sit down and talk with him. 

And we talked about well- everything. He talked about studying engineering, about his 

girlfriend, about The Sopranos, and his version of a perfect day which involved being with 

his girlfriend, grilling outside and watching a movie- not exotic vacations, extensive last 

wishes, but simple days-back before everything got so complicated.  

David said he didn’t really know much about God or Jesus’ story, but he did ask me a 

wonderful question that no one had ever asked me before- again, completely unexpected. 

He asked me if there was anything in the Bible that looked or sounded like anything he was 

going through or experiencing.  



A young man who is struggling, who knows he’s soon going to die- well, you know what- 

something about that did sound vaguely familiar. So we talked about Jesus right before he 

died- we talked about how he didn’t run enthusiastically to cross, we talked about 

Gethsemane, we talked about trepidation and struggling with what God has put before us.  

And, when I read the Gospel reading for today, I thought of David, and of our unexpected 

conversation that night. Jesus says in Gospel reading for today, “Now, my soul is troubled 

and what should I Say…Father save me from this hour?  No, it is for this reason that I 

have come to this hour.” 

 Unlike the other Gospel accounts, John doesn’t describe Jesus struggling in the Garden at 

Gethsemane, but John’s Gospel doesn’t let go of the point that Jesus did wrestle with what 

he knew had to happen- “My soul is troubled” is a nice way of saying “I’m angry, I’m 

scared-I’m struggling with the inevitable.”  

In his own take of the Gospel of John, the author Reynolds Price says that “Christ’s soul 

was harrowed.”  John’s gospel version is clear- this is not going to be easy, and this isn’t 

what anyone expects, but it is going to be done. This path to the Cross is not an easy one, 

and in this season of Lent, we must all make the journey.  

It’s in the thick of it, in Lent that we are reminded that we believe something completely 

and totally unexpected- and we say it every Sunday-that our God was made Man. But the 

Gospel of John is stubborn and persistent- this suffering man is God, come to save us.   

What must these folks, these people that surrounded Jesus when his hour was near, have 

thought? Where was the glorious and powerful Savior they were waiting for? All of this 

praying that God would intervene in the world on our behalf, and we get a man who 

suffers death on a cross?- doesn’t make sense- how does someone dying like a criminal 

make us whole again?  And maybe it’s better just not to look, just to ignore it or better yet 

join in with those voices that denounce him a traitor, a liar, a thief indeed- one that steals 

away our expectations about what we think we believe.   

And yet, what some would see as weakness is in fact, incredible strength- incredible faith 

that God usually always does what we least expect, and in this case- it’s giving us the gift of 



salvation and everlasting life through the death of Christ. Losing life in order to save it. 

Looking at something that others would see as appalling, and seeing the light of hope 

peering into the ugly darkness of an empty tomb.  

Let’s face it, Lent tries and succeeds at getting, even the most devout believer, out of his or 

her comfort zone. It is, for many, one of the most daunting times in our liturgical calendar. 

Lent turns our expectations upside down time and time again- we think we know the story, 

and then we realize that every year it’s like a fresh wound- and I’m afraid, it won’t ever 

really get any easier. Perhaps that is both a blessing and a curse of our faith. Constantly 

putting us in front of doors and urging us to knock, even though we’d rather just run in the 

other direction.  

We all know this, when you see or experience what you’ve expected, it’s easier, 

comfortable- it satisfies our own notions that we’re right about the way the world works. 

In 1950’s America, this understanding of ideal expectations was alive and well. The second 

great war had ended- We had both freed Europe from a great evil and caused the 

destruction and devastation in the form of nuclear war.  

What a strange time- we were heroes and murderers, sinners and saviors. At home we tried 

to make it clean, make it perfect- the houses, the lawns, the consumption of new goods at a 

rapid pace- turn on the new television and see everything we could be.  

In 1955, the Swiss born photographer Robert Frank came to the United States armed with 

a camera and a grant that would allow him to travel the country and take pictures of what 

he experienced and encountered in America.  

His images were very real- they weren’t vulgar or purposefully depreciating toward 

American culture- all he did was capture the realities of what surrounded him. He didn’t 

wait for something perfect, he took pictures from exactly where he stood- the sometimes 

nitty gritty realities- the black and white of segregation, the differences of class and 

economics- factory workers and lonely strangers- urban cowboys and funeral processions.  

Robert Frank published these photos in a book he called “The Americans” And, needless to 

say, it was not very well received. One critic called his photos “ a sad poem by a sick 



person”- it didn’t show people what they wanted to see, it showed people what had to be 

seen.  

The Gospel of John is a little like Robert Frank’s photos- There’s not much there that the 

author tries to hide from us- the grit and the glory are all intertwined in this bizarre tale of 

salvation. Like Frank’s photos, this tale could easily get panned by the critics, by those 

wanting something that makes a little more sense, that shows us just a little more of what 

we want to see. It’s just so “in your face”, and really you’d rather look in a more pleasant 

direction.  

But, I thank God for John’s incredible lack of tact, I thank God that we plummet into the 

gritty extraordinary story of a savior that doesn’t want to die, but wants to do what it takes 

to save us from all this mess we’ve made.  

That is our bewildering story- We may do the same, expected things each Sunday- we stand 

up and affirm our faith, we meet at the altar and share a meal together at the table. BUT, 

we believe in this unexpected savior-this man from Nazareth, this God incarnate. We suffer 

with him and we will rejoice with him when the stone is rolled away. We exclaim with 

today’s psalmist: “Make me hear of joy and gladness, that the body you have broken may 

rejoice.”   

In the four minutes of silence that follow, let us take stock of where we are on the journey 

through Lent, let us rejoice in the astonishing nature of our faith, and be thankful that we 

are able to hear this unexpected story once again. Amen.  

 

 

 


