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It began with a voice at the other end of the phone: "I want you to come over right away.  

I have something to say to you." 

 

 The unmistakable voice in my ear that November day belonged to an eccentric older 

woman in the first congregation I ever served, and I remember that telephone call to this day, 

more than 40 years later.  I confess that her demanding tone didn’t occasion much joy on my 

part.  I often enjoyed sparring with her, but that morning I had a stack of things to do.  I tried to 

steer her toward another day, but Mary Marshall would have nothing of it. 

 

 So, I reminded myself that interruptions were my work, and I went.  Driving across town 

I mused about what possible offense might have occasioned the command appearance, though 

she was a chronic complainer, and there really was no telling.  I had long thought that Mary 

Marshall had made an art form of making demands of other persons.   

 

 When I arrived, she met me on the front porch, escorted me into her living room, and 

pointed me to an uncomfortable antique love seat.  Without the usual pleasantries she began to 

tell me about a trip she and her late husband had taken to Europe some twenty years earlier.  

Mary Marshall was the kind of person who missed no details and then added her own 

embellishments, so twenty minutes later I still had no idea why I had been summoned.    

 

 But then she said, “The Alps.” 

 

 I think I raised an eyebrow. 

 

 “The Alps were my favorite part of Europe.  Such magnificent mountains.  I want to tell 

you something very interesting about the Alps.  That’s why I called you today.” I think I raised 

another eyebrow. Even for a Presbyterian pastor with one foot in Geneva, I thought it an odd 

topic for such urgency. 

 

 “Did you know,” she asked, “that in the Alps there are a number of little cabins scattered 

all over, constructed as places of refuge for skiers and hikers?  They are very plain, but very 

snug.  Each one has a fireplace, and all one has to do upon entering a cabin is strike a match to 

light the fire already cut and set.  Someone else has chopped the wood, so that the weary traveler 

can enjoy the benefit of the warmth of the fire.” 

 

 “Well,” I said… 

 

 “I'm not finished,” she said.  “This morning, when I was thinking about that trip and 

those cabins, it dawned on me that all my life I've been burning wood other people have chopped 
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for me, and I'm not sure I've ever thought to say so much as ‘thank you.'  Now I think it is time I 

started chopping wood for somebody else.  That's what I aim to do, and I wanted you to know.” 

 

 Well, in the grand scheme of things, I know that visit was not all that urgent.  But I will 

tell you that I wouldn't have missed that moment of Mary Marshall's little epiphany for all the 

world.  For her that moment conveyed an insight into the meaning of life itself, and particularly 

into her own life as she approached her eightieth birthday.  All her days Mary Marshall had lived 

in relative privilege and abundance, largely because of the labors and planning of others, but 

only that day had she recognized her indebtedness.  Only then had she discovered grace. 

 

 The words of Deuteronomy, which we read a few moments ago, always bring Mary 

Marshall back to mind for me.  Reading beyond the familiar and sacred words of the Shema 

(“Hear, O Israel...”) we find the stirring words of Moses spoken to the Hebrew people as they 

stood on the threshold of entry into the land of promise at the end of the Exodus. The words 

reminded them that they were beneficiaries of the labors of others and the grace of God. 

 

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

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. (Deuteronomy 6:10-12) 

 

 In Israel’s story, Moses’ reminder came at a momentous moment of passage and 

transition.  It is a word I claim for us today.  I claim it for us, for you and me, as we stand on the 

threshold of a new day in the life of this historic congregation. I claim it for us because from our 

vantage point – looking back at whence we’ve come and forward to where we are going – we 

know that none of us have come to this day free of indebtedness.  We are heirs of the lives and 

labors of others who have struggled for more than 300 years to make this congregation a beacon 

of truth and light in this city, rooted in Torah and Gospel.  I stand indebted to Jon and Barbara 

and Will… and Edee and KC and Buddy… and before them to Barrie and Jim and Lindley and 

Ginny, to Jack and John and Guthrie, and to Harry a century ago, and to countless other 

courageous men and women who have dreamed and planned, who have given generously, even 

sacrificially, of themselves in this place. 

 

 Many of you here today have been part of that legacy of faithfulness across the years; 

others of you have joined in this pilgrimage more recently. Either here or elsewhere you have 

probably learned the importance of dedication and hard work; you have done what you could to 

learn, to grow, to develop your capacities. But the fact remains, friends, 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; as 

Mary Marshall noted, all of us burn wood we did not chop.  We are... all of us... beneficiaries of 

grace – the grace of others and the grace of God. 

 

 Robert Robertson set generations of children to giggling in Christian churches when he 

wrote “Come, Thou Fount of Every Blessing” and included the words, “Here I raise my 

Ebenezer.”  It’s a funny phrase to the modern ear, but it refers to the “stone of [God's] help” that 
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Samuel raised to celebrate God's aid in the battle with the Philistines for control of the Ark of the 

Covenant (1 Samuel 7:12).  Elsewhere in that fine hymn he wrote, “O to grace how great a 

debtor/daily I'm constrained to be.”  Robertson understood well the benefits of God’s grace and 

goodness, and our indebtedness to God for those who, as God’s servants, have prepared the way 

for us. 

 

 “Take care,” said Moses, “that you not forget the Lord who brought you [here].” 

 

 One of the most important tasks of ministry, as I see it, is the ministry of memory, the 

task of reminding the community of God’s providential care and calling people to live lives of 

gratitude.  All of us need reminding, and the task belongs to every one of us.  But it isn’t easy in 

our culture.  In recent decades numerous studies have reminded us of how individualistic our 

society is, and of how that individualism, for all its contributions to our national character, serves 

to undermine our capacity for commitment to one another and our willingness to acknowledge 

our need for and dependence on anyone beyond ourselves.  Others have noted a certain historical 

amnesia in our society that keeps us from remembering the contributions of anyone or anything 

earlier than yesterday. So, we need to be thoughtful in remembering the wells others have dug 

for us and our interdependence with one another, and our need for community, of our need for 

grace.   

 

 While we are remembering, we need to be thinking about digging some wells and 

planting some vineyards ourselves for the sake of others around us now and for generations yet 

to come. We cannot be content to take and hoard what we have; we cannot rest on the faithful 

labors of others and not labor faithfully ourselves. In this land of abundance, it is simply not 

acceptable, not faithful or morally justifiable, to accumulate good for ourselves at the expense of 

others.  

 

In what we know as the 84th Psalm, the Psalmist tells of a band of pilgrims on their way 

through the harsh, forbidding desert known as Baca – the valley of tears. A remarkable band of 

pilgrims they were, too, in that they were not content merely to survive the trek through Baca; 

they also turned it into a place of springs.  That is to say, having been able to drink from wells 

they didn’t dig, they found the motivation to dig some wells themselves in order to make the 

journey easier for those who would follow them. Does it not seem reasonable at this juncture in 

this congregation’s life – on this Commitment Sunday – that we should make a commitment to 

do the same in our time and our place?   

 

 Bill Coffin once said, “We not only inherit the earth from our parents; we also borrow it 

from our children.”  We who have been the beneficiaries of grace need also to be its bearers and 

securers.  And, friends, our time is now.  It is our time to hew cisterns and plant vineyards and 

build buildings for the sake of those around us in need and those who will come after us. 

 

 Now, step out of that metaphorical desert and back into the Alps for one final thought: 

my friend Mary Marshall told me that the only cost, the only requirement for spending a night in 

one of those refuge cabins was that before leaving, the skier or hiker was supposed to chop some 

wood and set a fire for the next person who would use the cabin. 
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 “All my life,” she said, “I've been burning wood other people have chopped for me.  

There are so many people who have built fires for me.  Now I think it's time I started chopping 

wood and building fires for someone else.” 

 

 We sat silently for a moment, and then she said, “One more thing, Bob. You know, I'm 

almost eighty years old, but I reckon it's never too late to start." 

 

 And she was right.  It never is too late. And never too early. 

 

 To those of you who have labored long and hard chopping wood and digging wells in 

God’s name for the benefit of others, we give thanks to God for you.  But it is yet early for many 

of us here today.  It is yet early, and the time is now.  And, God knows, there's still a lot of wood 

left to chop! 

        
 


