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 The passage Barbara just read from Deuteronomy offers us the stirring words of Moses 

spoken to the Hebrew people as they stood on the threshold of entry into the land of promise 

after forty years of wilderness wandering.  Moses reminded the people that day that they were 

beneficiaries of the labors of others and of the providential grace of God. 

 

When the Lord your God has brought you into the land that he swore to your ancestors, to 

Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, to give you -- a land with fine, large cities that you did 

not build, houses filled with all sorts of goods that you did not fill, hewn cisterns that you 

did not hew, vineyards and olive groves that you did not plant -- and when you have 

eaten your fill, take care that you do not forget the Lord, who brought you out of the land 

of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.  

 

 In the life of the people of Israel Moses’ reminder came at an important moment of 

passage and transition.  It is a word I would claim for us again today as we gather to remember 

all those saints who planted this vineyard, who helped build this house, who have, by their 

prayers and sacrifice, made it possible for us to enjoy the programs and ministries and 

opportunities this church affords. So, I claim this word of Moses for us today because none of us 

have come to this important time free of indebtedness.  We live as heirs of the lives and labors of 

others who have struggled during the past three centuries to make this church a beacon of truth 

and light, to keep it faithful to the Lord of life, to create here facilities of warmth and welcome, 

to foster here ministries of passion and compassion rooted in the Gospel.  We all gather here 

today indebted to the faithful and courageous saints who have dreamed and planned, who have 

given sacrificially of themselves, who have served and challenged themselves and others to 

greater service across the years. 

 

 It is fitting then that we choose this text from Deuteronomy on this day when we 

celebrate All Saints’ Sunday, for this day we seek to name and remember the saints who have 

formed and shaped us in faith, who have gone before us, digging wells and planting vineyards 

for the sake of their children and of generations that would come after them.  

 

 I like the way Southern writer Michael Malone defines “saints.” His mystery novel First 

Lady is full of political stars, rock stars, and social stars, but what I remember is not so much the 

stars as one minor character, an Episcopal priest named Paul Madison, and his definitions of 

what makes a person a “star” and what makes one a “saint. As for what makes a “star,” Madison 

said, “Light, I think. They draw all the light to them.” Then he said, “It’s different with saints.”   
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“If stars are the light, then I’d say saints are people the light shines through. Not just the 

famous saints, because the famous ones are stars, too. But the everyday saints around us 

in the world. Light shines through them and illuminates what they see. The light just goes 

right through them to what they love so that we can see its beauty. They don't get in the 

way because they’re looking, too.”1 

“The light just goes right through them to what they love….” What a wonderful way of thinking 

about saints! Those saints are the everyday folks who live and serve, the folks through whom the 

light simply shines. 

 In the life of this church and community, there are many saints to whom we owe our 

thanks.  Some we know or knew by name.  Some served this church and this city long before we 

were born. As Dorothy Ganfield Fowler wrote in her foreword to this church’s history 42 years 

ago: 

 

When a past as venerable as that of the First Presbyterian Church in the City of New 

York is unfolded, [an] awareness of spiritual forebears is stimulated. Behind the present 

congregants is what the writer of the epistle to the Hebrews called “a cloud of witnesses.”  

In truth, those of us who comprise the current worshiping community sense that we are 

somewhat like the nomadic Hebrews who came from their wanderings in the desert 

wastes to the settled land of the Canaanites, a move to: 

 

…great and goodly cities, which you did not build…houses full of good things, 

which you did not fill…cisterns hewn out, which you did not hew, and vineyards 

and olive trees, which you did not plant…. 

 

We who are latter day nomads stand on the ground hallowed by the steadfastness of those 

sojourners of former times. We are debtors to people whose names are largely unknown 

or without meaning to us. But what they believed and stood for as disciples of Jesus the 

Christ endures to the present. We come to this heritage hopefully mindful so to husband 

what we have found that those who come after us will find [this] hallowed place intact, 

even as we did. We ask to be faithful to their trust…. 2 

 

 Friends, we are here because of those people, who had such vision and who lived with 

such a profound sense of stewardship.  We are here because of the generations of saints who 

invested so much of their time and energy and resources to provide a space and a ministry that 

has touched the lives of countless residents of and visitors to this city along the way. And now, I 

am bold to declare to you, it is our time to let the light shine through us. 

 

 The work in which you and I are engaged does not occur within an historical vacuum.  It 

relies on the legacy we have received from the saints who have labored long and hard in this 

place, and it seeks to leave a legacy for those who will worship and study and learn and serve 

                                                           
1 Michael Malone, First Lady, Naperville, IL, Sourcebooks, 2002, 426. I am grateful to Samuel G. Candler, “Saint 

Carlton is Lowest,” Day 1 sermon, November 7, 2010, for pointing me to the Malone book. 
2 Dorothy Ganfield Fowler and Donna W. Hurley, A City Church: The First Presbyterian Church in the City of New 

York, Second Edition, New York, 2016, 12.  
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here long after you and I are gone. Some of you here today have been a part of this church’s 

legacy of faith and faithfulness for many years.  Others of you have joined the pilgrimage more 

recently.  Either here or elsewhere you have probably learned what it means to work hard; you 

have done what you could to learn, to grow, to develop your capacities.  Some of you have 

accomplished much in your lives, and others of you will in the years ahead.  But no one among 

us is self-made; all of us drink from wells we didn’t dig; all of us live in communities we didn’t 

build; all of us thrive as the beneficiaries of a profound grace and as heirs of a history that lives 

within us. 

 

 This past year, this congregation became the collective beneficiary of a remarkable 

bequest, when one who loved this church and its ministries left us a significant portion of her 

estate, which to date has netted the church an additional endowment of more than six million 

dollars. Her name was Virginia Thoren, and at the coffee hour today we will celebrate Virginia’s 

transformative generosity. We talk a lot about stewardship in the life of the church; we talk less 

about legacy stewardship – those estate gifts that often can provide even more substantial support 

for the church we love and enable the church to be more generous itself. Not all of us have the 

means to do what Virginia Thoren did at the same level she did, but all of us have the capacity to 

do something substantial. I know the church’s trustees would be more than willing to talk to you 

about this important element of our stewardship of the gifts God has entrusted to us.  

 

 Over time you are learning of my fondness for the poet, essayist and novelist Wendell 

Berry. Among his novels, one of my favorites is The Memory of Old Jack, the story of Old Jack 

Beechum, a retired farmer who one day revisits his whole life – the essence of the novel. Now, 

not many of us in this room today have agrarian roots, but Old Jack’s memory relates even to 

those of us who earn our livings far from the land. At one point, Jack is remembering the annual 

ritual of spring planting and his joy every spring at the first day behind the plow: 

 

The work satisfied something deeper in him than his own desire. It was as if he went to 

his fields in the spring, not just because he wanted to, but because his father and 

grandfather before him had gone because they wanted to – because, since the first seeds 

were planted by hand in the ground, his kinsmen had gone each spring to the fields.  

When he stepped into the first opening furrow of a new season he was not merely 

fulfilling an economic necessity; he was answering the summons of an immemorial 

kinship; he was shaping a passage by which an ancient vision might pass once again into 

the ground.3  

 

 Friends, is that not what ties us to this place in these days, on this All Saints Sunday – an 

immemorial kinship with those who have gone before us and with generations yet to come? 

Later in Old Jack’s reverie, he thinks of what it is that binds him so closely to the land.  He loved 

that land, and he invested so much sweat and energy and his very soul in the land, Berry said, 

“not because it belonged to him so much as because, by the expenditure of history and work, he 

belonged to it….”4   

 

                                                           
3 Wendell Berry, The Memory of Old Jack, New York, Counterpoint Books, 1999, 30. 
4 Berry, 125. Italics mine.  
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 In these last months I have heard so many of you speak similar words about your ties to 

Old First Church. Your expressions of affection for the church and its people have gladdened my 

heart. I dare say, too, those expressions have earned the smiles of those saints who have gone 

before us, that “great cloud of witnesses” that encompasses us this day… which we celebrate 

around this Table at a meal we describe as “the communion of saints.”   

 

 And now to the saints that are here among us, to those through whom the light shines on 

what you love, to those of you who have labored long and hard in this place, digging wells and 

planting vineyards and building houses in God’s name for the benefit of others, we give thanks 

to God for you.  But it is yet early for many of the newer saints among us here today.  It is yet 

early, and the time is now.  And God knows, there is a lot of digging and planting and building 

yet to be done. 


