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You have not come to something that can be touched, a blazing fire, and darkness, 
and gloom, and a tempest, and the sound of a trumpet, and a voice whose words made the 
hearers beg that not another word be spoken to them. (For they could not endure the order 
that was given, “If even an animal touches the mountain, it shall be stoned to death.” 
Indeed, so terrifying was the sight that Moses said, “I tremble with fear.”) But you have 
come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and to 
innumerable angels in festal gathering, and to the assembly of the firstborn who are 
enrolled in heaven, and to God the judge of all, and to the spirits of the righteous made 
perfect, and to Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that 
speaks a better word than the blood of Abel. See that you do not refuse the one who is 
speaking; for if they did not escape when they refused the one who warned them on earth, 
how much less will we escape if we reject the one who warns from heaven! At that time 
his voice shook the earth; but now he has promised, “Yet once more I will shake not only 
the earth but also the heaven.” This phrase, “Yet once more,” indicates the removal of 
what is shaken—that is, created things—so that what cannot be shaken may remain. 
Therefore, since we are receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, let us give thanks, by 
which we offer to God an acceptable worship with reverence and awe; for indeed our 
God is a consuming fire. 
 

 There’s not a grownup here who doesn’t remember where they were 15 

years ago today, on September 11, 2001. That day is seared in all of our 

memories, just as those of my age remember exactly where they were when they 

learned of the assassination of John F. Kennedy, and members of my father’s 

generation remembered where they were when they learned of Pearl Harbor. Of 

course, in our church’s 126 year history, we would have had members who 

remembered where they were when they first heard of the assassination of 

Abraham Lincoln, or the Battle of Little Big Horn, or the onset of the Spanish-

American war, or the sinking of the Titanic. A church, especially one as old as 

ours, has a lot of institutional memory built in, which is good. There’s a reason 
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that people who have been married for 50 years have lower divorce rates than 

people who have only been married for 5 years. A lot of survival skills have been 

acquired. I recently visited with Bert Armstrong, one of our wonderful members, 

who has been married to her husband Ralph for 68 years. As many of you know, 

Bert was recently injured at home, and Ralph is afflicted with Alzheimer’s. She 

has had a lot on her plate over the years, and I told her how much I admired her 

and Ralph for their marriage enduring all that time. She said, “It was easy. We 

never had an argument, we raised perfect children and we always had plenty of 

money.” And then she smiled and said, “You know better, don’t you?” She said 

that actually, each time there was a problem, she and Ralph worked it out 

together. The more they did that, the longer the marriage lasted. That was the 

secret, working things out together because they had a progressively longer 

history of knowing that they could. 

While our church is 126 years old, the church of Jesus Christ is almost 2000 

years old, and its collective memory goes all the way back to Jesus. To borrow 

Bert’s line, the reason the Church of Jesus Christ has been around for so long is 

because the members never had any arguments, we all raised perfect children, 

and there has always been plenty of money. Well, not really… The truth is, there 

have been plenty of trials and tribulations along the way. But the Church has 

endured ever since the Holy Spirit fell upon the disciples at Pentecost. If the 

Church was only a human institution, we humans would have destroyed it long 

ago. Some are still trying to destroy it, but they’ve all failed because the Holy 

Spirit keeps working among the faithful to insure that the Church of Jesus Christ 

on earth will endure until the Lord returns in glory. 

*** 
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My son Jonathan and I joined First Christian on January 28, 2001. My 

daughter, Caitlin, joined once she finished the school year in Kentucky, and my 

son Eric joined when he finished his Army training. It was great being here 

among you wonderful people. There is no honeymoon like the honeymoon 

between a new preacher and a kind and generous church, which this church was 

and is. The offerings were sufficient, we were getting a fair number of new 

members and some of the older ones were coming back. In fact, when I’d been 

here less than nine months, the Times Record News held its annual “Texoma’s 

Best” competition, and I was voted Texoma’s best Minister/Priest/Rabbi. I was 

listed right there between Texoma’s Best Manicurist and Texoma’s Best 

Newspaper Delivery Person. I later learned that one of our good members had 

been stuffing the ballot box, and I commended her for her sense of duty. I wrote 

about that selection in the September 5, 2001 issue of the Challenger, which 

came out the day after my 50th birthday: 

Given the clergy who are members here, I’m not even sure I’m the best 
minister at First Christian Church (fourth maybe). Beyond that, any Christian 
must be mindful of Jesus’ cautionary words, “The last shall be first and the first 
last,” and “Woe to you when all speak well of you.” Lest you think this is false 
modesty, let me assure you that it is not. When I was a student at Vanderbilt 
Divinity School, I worked part-time bussing tables at O’Charley’s Restaurant. 
One year, I won the coveted the gold painted squeegee bottle signifying Best 
Busboy. That was a prize for which I strived, an award I richly deserved, and a 
case where the talent and the honor matched. Suffice to say that, whatever else 
being voted “Texoma’s Best Minister/Priest/Rabbi” means, the meaning I take 
from it is this: I have the honor of serving the finest congregation, and the 
privilege of working with the finest staff, not only in Texoma but in the United 
States. My opinion is probably biased, but that’s what I believe. 

Thank you, dear friends, I remain your humble and obedient servant, the Best 
Former Busboy in Texoma. 
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 I still believe that part about the honor of serving the finest congregation, 

and working with the finest staff. The goodness of this congregation endures. But 

soon after I wrote that lighthearted piece, the world changed. The following 

Tuesday was September 11, 2001. This is part of what I wrote for the Challenger 

that day, when the towers had not yet fallen, and we did not yet know who the 

malefactors were. 

As this is written, the death toll is uncertain but will apparently be quite high. 
Whatever questions have yet to be answered, and there are many, this is 
unquestionably an act of terror, intended by evil persons to instill fear and pain in 
the American people, and to destroy the free and democratic institutions which 
govern our lives. 

They have failed. 
Our country, which has been, and continues to be a beacon of hope to all 

those who aspire to freedom, must always be hated by those whose aim in life is 
to control others through fear, who cannot abide government by the governed, 
whose cowardice is manifest through their use of the sneak attack, the hidden 
bomb, the massacre of civilians, the cloak of anonymity. For such people, the 
United States must always be a thorn in the flesh and a constant affront, an insult 
to the perverse values that govern their lives. 

We will continue to be. 
In 1858, Abraham Lincoln said, “What constitutes the bulwark of our own 

liberty and independence? It is not our frowning battlements, our bristling sea 
coasts, our army and our navy. These are not our reliance against tyranny. All of 
those may be turned against us without making us weaker for the struggle. Our 
reliance is in the love of liberty which God has planted in us. Our defense is in 
the spirit which prized liberty as the heritage of all people, in all lands 
everywhere.” 

At this time, it is impossible to know when, and by what means, we will 
conclude the unprovoked war that has been visited upon us. That we will prevail 
is certain, however hard and long the road ahead may be. But the love of liberty 
which God has planted in us will endure, always, forever. 
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I remember the great spirit of unity, the profound idealism that bound our 

country together in the aftermath of 9/11. I heard the same things about Wichita 

Falls in the aftermath of the tornado of 1979. Of course, there have been many 

things that have befallen the country and the world since then that have tested 

that unity and devotion. The “what seems like forever” wars of Afghanistan and 

Iraq; the devastation of natural disasters like Hurricane Katrina; the Great 

Recession; our own debilitating five year drought; the great cultural 

transformations; the divisions in our country that are spotlit by this year’s 

dispiriting election. Beyond that, as in all times, individuals and families 

encountered many trials and sorrows. Our beloved church, like the vast majority 

of churches today, is facing a number of challenges, including a decline in 

membership, attendance and offerings. We have many devoted members who are 

striving hard to reverse those trends, and I have no doubt that in the fullness of 

time those efforts will, by God’s grace, be crowned with success. Until then, we 

will do what we have to do. We will economize; we will be frugal; but we will 

also be mindful that our great mission, our great calling, is to manifest the love of 

Jesus Christ, whatever the cost. Samuel Huntington, who founded the Newport 

News Shipbuilding and Drydock Company, where my father once worked, said, 

“We will build good ships here. At a profit if we can; at a loss if we must; but 

always, good ships.” We of First Christian Church will continue to manifest the 

love of Jesus Christ, in abundance if we can, in scarcity if we must, but always 

the love of Christ. We have a particular understanding of our nature from our 

heritage as Disciples: “In faith, unity; in opinions, liberty; in all things, love.” 

These days, when the country and the world seem so divided, that understanding 

may seem quaint, or unrealistic, or irrelevant; but it is who we are, and if we 
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cease to hold those values, then whatever else we become, we will not be the 

disciples we were created to be. 

In today’s scripture, the author of the Book of Hebrews was writing to late 

1st Century Christians whose faith was under duress because of persecution and 

disunion. By that time, all of the great apostles of the early Church—Peter and 

Paul, John and James—had passed on. Three of those four had been executed. 

The author of Hebrews acknowledged that the Christians of his day were right to 

feel as if the ground beneath their feet was shaking. So he told them to hold fast 

to that which could not be shaken, the kingdom of God which had been revealed 

through their faith in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. 

*** 

As most of you know, my father passed away a week ago yesterday, 

September 3, the day before his firstborn’s 65th birthday. Dad was a World War 

II vet, a classic example of the Greatest Generation. He was generous and 

cantankerous, supportive and demanding. The morning of our beloved Glenn 

Tole Sr.’s passing a couple of weeks earlier, I had been visiting with his 

wonderful son and daughter in law, Glenn II and Linda, about how our parents 

always think of us as kids, regardless of how old we get. I’m not sure my Dad 

ever had much confidence in my ability to navigate through life, much less to 

drive him from Point A to Point B. “I don’t think you know where you’re going” 

was his constant refrain, sometimes asserted even as I was pulling into the 

parking lot of our destination. Yes, my sister and I were always kids to our Dad, 

until the afternoon we became orphans. 

The last few months, my father has lived with my sister Linda and brother-

in-law Steve at their home in Christiansburg, Virginia. By the time I got there last 
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Thursday, Dad become unresponsive, so we just kept vigil, as so many of you 

have done with your loved ones. The day before he passed, Hospice had sent a 

music therapist named Kelly who softly strummed chords on her guitar and sang 

to him. Dad’s favorite song is Shenandoah, and Kelly sang it: 

“Oh, Shenandoah, I long to see you. 
Away, you rolling river,. 
Oh, Shenandoah, I long to see you. 
Away…I’m bound away, 
 
‘Cross the wide Missouri…” 
 

As Kelly sang, I mouthed the words. Afterwards, she turned to me said, “You 

can sing aloud.” 

“Thanks,” I said. “My singing voice would drive a dog off of a meat wagon.” 

“That doesn’t matter,” she said. “The hearing is the last sense to go. He 

wants to hear yours and Linda’s voice. What key do you sing in?” 

“H flat,” I said. 

She started to laugh, and then said, “I’ve got to get my facial muscles 

composed before I can sing anything else.” Then she sang “Abide With Me,” and 

I joined in, and nobody complained. When she finished, Kelly looked around the 

room. “There are a lot of books in here. Did your father like to read?” 

“He did,” Linda said, “but these all belonged to my brother- in- law. He 

passed away a few months ago and we moved Dad into his bedroom. But our 

father did like to read.” 

“What did he like to read?” she asked. 

“For some strange reason, he really liked books about the French Foreign 

Legion,” I said. “And also books about Devil’s Island.” 
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“What is Devil’s Island?” Kelly asked. 

“It was a French prison on an island off the coast of South America,” I said. 

“They did a movie about it called Papillon,” Linda said. 

“It starred Steve McQueen and Dustin Hoffman,” I added. 

And then Linda started to tell the plot of the movie, and it started to dawn on 

us that Kelly didn’t have much time left with us and there were better ways to 

spend it than relating the plot about an old movie about Devil’s Island. 

“So he was interested in the French Foreign Legion and a French prison 

called Devil’s Island. Is that because he liked France?” Kelly asked. 

“For some reason, he was interested in the people France wanted out of 

France.” 

She nodded. “People who were dispossessed.” 

“Maybe that’s it,” I said. It dawned on me then that maybe that was one of 

the reasons my father loved the song “Shenandoah” so much. It was about a man 

who traveled far and was homesick for what he had left behind. My father loved 

that song because it reminded him of growing up in Charlottesville in the 

Shenandoah Valley. Linda and I grew up on the coast, in that part of Virginia 

called Tidewater. Dad always complained about it. The land was flat. It wasn’t 

beautiful. It wasn’t home. The people were different. He wanted to move back to 

the Shenandoah Valley. For a man who had been all over the world, he always 

seemed to be homesick, even at home. And then, for his final months, my sister 

and brother-in-law Steve moved him to their home, which is not in the 

Shenandoah Valley, but the New River Valley. Still, he was back among the 

mountains and valleys of Virginia. 
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So for her final song, Kelly sang “Shenandoah” again, and she added a new 

verse, 

“Oh, Shenandoah, I will return to you. 
Away, you rolling river. 
Oh, Shenandoah, I will return to you. 
Away, I’m bound away, 
‘Cross the wide Missouri…”  
 
The next day, the Hospice nurse, a wonderful, gracious soul named Nicole, 

checked on him, increased his morphine, and said she would return after her next 

call. She knew the end was near. In order to make his final hours as serene as 

possible, Linda had been playing a lot of soft music—hymns on a cello, 

Gregorian chants and yoga music. Saturday afternoon, it occurred to me that Dad 

never intentionally listened to hymns on a cello, Gregorian chants or yoga music 

a day in his life, and since the University of Virginia was playing its first football 

game of the season, against the University of Richmond, I put that on. He had 

heard and seen a lot of Virginia football games through the years. The university 

is in Charlottesville, where he grew up. His father was Director of Building and 

Grounds there, and Dad had been a student at the University before he was 

drafted. In fact, the day after he came home from the war—he spent nearly two 

years overseas in India, Ceylon and Burma with the OSS—he went to a Virginia-

Tulane football game. Somehow, it seemed fitting that he should slip away while 

his old school was playing a football game. That day, Virginia lost badly to 

Richmond, a much smaller school. Many times over the decades, when my father 

was watching or listening to Virginia lose in unique and unexpected ways, I’d 

hear him mutter, “Lord, have mercy.” In the third quarter, the Lord did. 
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 The funeral was held 300 miles away at First Christian Church in my 

hometown of Hampton. Marcia Fuson, his minister, was loving, good and 

gracious, as she has always been. We sang “O God Our Help in Ages Past” and 

“Abide with Me,” and the pianist played “Shenandoah.” There was an honor 

guard from Fort Eustis that presented the flag to my sister and played taps. The 

next morning, we took some of his ashes—his cremains—to my mother’s resting 

place at Olive Branch Christian Church near Williamsburg. The rest will go to 

Charlottesville, to the Shenandoah Valley, to the place in all of his wanderings 

that he forever longed to see. 

I believe the Church of Jesus Christ on earth will endure until the Lord 

returns in glory, even when people move away from the church by relocation, 

disputation or neglect. The Church will endure in large part because, unless their 

days in the fellowship were filled with unmitigated strife and anguish, the Holy 

Spirit kindles memories among those who once abided there:  memories of a 

faith that was taught, of services that were rendered, of songs that were sung, of 

kindnesses that were shown, of love that was revealed. In that sense, the Church 

is also a Shenandoah for all of us. If we ever leave, we will still long to see it 

again. And some day, oh Church, we will return to you—if not to the church on 

earth, then to the Church in heaven, where Jesus Christ reigns, where pain and 

sorrow are no more, and the tear is wiped from every eye. 

Amen. 
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