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“Praise God for the Journey”
Galatians 1:11-24 June 5, 2016

Our Scripture reading today is Galatians 1:11-24. In the verses 
prior to this we learn that there has been a dispute within the 
Christian community (which I’m sure you’ve never experienced 
before.) There are some Jewish-Christian missionaries who 
are going around to the Gentile churches in Galatia, trying to 
convince the Gentile Christians to follow the Jewish Law and to be 
circumcised. The issue here is that Paul had founded these churches, 
and Paul had told the Gentile Christians something very different: 
that in Christ we are free. There was no need for the Gentiles to be 
circumcised; all that was needed was faith. 

The Galatians have heard one thing from Paul, and another 
from the Jewish-Christian missionaries. Who are they supposed 
to believe? Paul writes to the Galatians to ask them to stay true 
to the gospel, to the good news of freedom and forgiveness in 
Jesus Christ. He retells his own journey as a way to remind the 
Galatians of the source of his gospel, Jesus Christ, who is the basis 
for its authenticity and integrity. In just a few paragraphs, Paul tells 
us of a journey across the miles; a journey from living in Judaism 
to following Christ; a journey from persecuting the church to 
proclaiming the gospel. 

It’s summer time: the time of graduations, family vacations, road 
trips, and lemonade (either the drink or of the Beyoncé variety). 
The choir is currently in Germany and the Czech Republic 
learning and sharing their musical gifts, and this coming Thursday, 
27 of our high school seniors will be departing for Italy, Turkey, 
and Greece for the Footsteps of Faith trip. You heard that right: 27 
high school seniors. For 10 days we will be on the road following 
in the footsteps of Paul and building upon all the learning we have 
been doing in our weekly class since September. 

We won’t go to all of the places Paul went. In our reading for 
today he mentions a few: Arabia, Damascus, Jerusalem, Syria, 
Cilicia; Paul was a man on the move. He is emphatic that for 
most of these particular travels, he is alone, not conferring with 
other apostles, focused on his mission: sharing the good news of 
Jesus Christ. 

You have to wonder: Did Paul ever get lost? Was he ever unsure 
of where his mission would take him next?  

I was coming back to church after my lunch break the other 
day and had some of those kinds of questions myself. I wondered; 
Where am I going? Where is God leading me next? 

Perhaps you’ve wondered this before, too, in the midst of a life 
transition or in the midst of your lunch break. Where am I going? 
As I pulled into the church, I suddenly knew exactly where I was 
supposed to go, in that moment, at least: to the labyrinth, just off 

the north parking lot. 
It might sound counterintuitive to go into a maze to find 

spiritual clarity…but a labyrinth is not a maze, really. There’s one 
way in, and one way out. You can’t get lost. You just have to follow 
the path that’s before you.

And like any good journey, it’s not about the destination. You 
find that the simple act of putting one foot in front of the other 
without having to worry about making the right turn or getting 
lost creates a sort of clearness or stillness in your mind. 

That day was beautiful: seventy degrees, sunny blue skies, birds 
singing, and a cool and gentle breeze. I removed my shoes and 
began to walk. And step after step, a prayer began to surface: God, 
the path is winding, but you are here. I walked, and I repeated my 
prayer: The path is winding, but you are here. Step after step: The 
path is winding, but you are here. 

And then I stepped in bird droppings and I had to amend my 
prayer: The path is winding, but you are here – and sometimes there’s 
bird poop. There’s a lot of profound theological and life truth in 
that prayer. 

I’m sure that Paul dealt with some real or metaphorical bird 
droppings or bumps in the road along the way. We know for sure 
that he’s had to deal with some haters, these other missionaries who 
are accusing Paul of being a fraud. The missionaries want to know: 
What kind of gospel doesn’t require circumcision? That’s like being in 
a club that anyone can get into – what’s the point of that?

For Paul, that is exactly the point. In Jesus Christ, we are forgiven. 
We know freedom from the law. We are met with grace. In baptism, 
we die and rise with Christ. That’s it. That’s the covenant that Christ 
has given us. We are loved. We are chosen. We are free. 

Paul goes as far as to remind the Galatians, “Look, I used to be 
really good at observing the Law. I was like, the best. Better than 
other people my age. I was so good at it that I didn’t just dislike the 
Christians from afar; I violently persecuted them!” 

But then Paul had a revelation of Jesus Christ, and his whole 
life changed. He went from being a zealous Jew, lover of the Law, 
persecutor of the church, to living for the gospel of Christ. He was 
called for a special mission to proclaim this gospel to all people, 
including the Gentiles, those outside the Jewish faith. For this 
gospel was for all people. It didn’t matter who you were: Jew or 
Gentile, circumcised or uncircumcised. This good news was for all 
and available to all. It was not from a human source, but from God.

The journey that followed was so amazing that Christians who 
had only heard of Paul would marvel to one another saying, “The 
one who formerly was persecuting us is now proclaiming the faith 
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he once tried to destroy.” Paul tells us, “They glorified God because 
of me.”

We might be tempted to think that Paul sounds a little full of 
himself here. “Look how great I am!” But what he’s really saying 
is this: “Look how great the gospel is: it is the power of God to 
transform life!” 

God’s power…God’s grace…is the hero of the story. This is what 
has brought Paul on a journey across the miles…a journey from 
persecution to proclamation…a journey from death to life. And 
the people praised and glorified God.  

I think of our own denomination’s journey toward the 
ordination of women. After years of exclusion and struggle, it was 
sixty years ago in 1956 that Rev. Margaret Towner became the 
very first woman to be ordained in the Presbyterian Church. The 
headline of the New York Times the next day read, “Presbyterian 
Church Gets Woman Minister.” She recently celebrated her 91st 
birthday and is still an active member of her presbytery. 

It wasn’t until 1965 that a woman was ordained in the 
southern Presbyterian Church. And it was ten years later in 
1974 that the first African American woman was ordained -  
Rev. Katie Geneva Canon.

I had a classmate in seminary, David, who is about my age and 
whose mom is a Presbyterian pastor. Growing up, David attended 
his mom’s church, and it wasn’t until many years later that he met 
a male pastor for the very first time. He was shocked. He thought 
only women could be pastors. 

Praise God for the journey.
Of course, we know that the journey doesn’t always come to a 

simple or obvious moment of resolution. There was a man named 
Steven whose mother committed suicide when he was six years 
old. His family kept silent about it for the next fifty years. All that 
time, most, if not all of what Steven remembered about his mother 
centered around the terrible day he found her body: the worst day 
of her life, and of his, too. Fifty years later, at the age of 56, Steven 
felt called by God to do something that had never occurred to him 
before: he felt called to get to know his mom. Who was she in the 
33 years prior to her death?

So Steven set out on a journey. For six months, he and his wife 
were on the road for thousands of miles, traveling to the places 
where his mother had lived, worked, and loved. They went to the 
farm where she grew up in upstate New York and discovered family 
photographs that showed Steven’s mother as a young woman who 
loved the outdoors and travel. They went to her former college and 
learned about a girl who struggled with depression but found joy 
in learning to help others through nursing. They visited Colorado, 
where Steven’s mother and father would go skiing when they were 
first dating. This journey took Steven and his wife to California, 
to Illinois, and even to Japan, where his mother and father had 
lived during his father’s military deployment. At every stop along 
the way Steven learned more about his mother as wife, daughter, 
daughter-in-law, and friend. He learned about her love and care 
for her family, her kindness toward strangers, her hobbies, her 
fears, and dreams.

Thousands of miles later, Steven and his wife gathered with 
fifteen family members on the 50th anniversary of his mother’s 
death. Their gathering at her graveside was unrecognizable from 
the day of her burial fifty years before. Steven writes, “This time, 
we gathered to say hello. We welcomed my mother back into the 
family by breaking the silence about her death and the silence about 
her life. This time I honored the complex woman who loved me as 
her son.” 

Steven knew that nothing could bring his mother back. He 
would always wonder what could have been. But for this journey of 
healing, for being able to remember his mother in a new and fuller 
way, Steven praised God. 

For almost two years, all of you have welcomed me into a small 
part of your journey. We have worshipped together, we have served 
and learned together…and I have seen how God is being glorified in 
you. I have seen God at work in your genuine hospitality. (I think we 
probably have the best greeters ever!) I have seen God in the spirit 
of community that is in this place, in moments of laughter and joy, 
and in times of pain and sorrow. I have seen God at work in your 
generosity. I think of the ways you have supported our Food Pantry, 
whether by giving financially, donating food, or volunteering your 
time. That pantry started in a closet. We never could have known 
then the impact it would be having today. 

In my two years with you I have seen God’s spirit at work in 
finding the way forward together in the midst of divisive issues like 
same-gender marriage. I have been amazed at vulnerable, honest, 
graceful conversations. I have seen how you have embodied the 
unity of Christ, sticking together even in the face of differences 
of opinion, maintaining the bond of friendship and the unity of 
peace. It has not been an easy road but we have traveled it together. 
For that and for your commitment to this community of faith, I 
praise God.  

Friends, today we remember and celebrate that God is glorified 
in each of our journeys, just like the apostle Paul. For no matter how 
imperfect we are, no matter where we have been in the past, God 
is here. And God is glorified in our lives when hearts are healed, 
when people are fed, when justice is brought to the marginalized 
and oppressed. God is glorified when the body of Christ lives in 
unity, and when we learn and serve and grow together. God is 
glorified in you.

That day at the labyrinth, I entered feeling unsettled. But I walked 
the path that God had put before me, and I prayed the prayer that 
came to the surface: God, the path is winding, but you are here. I 
remembered that sometimes, bird droppings do get in the way. And 
step by step, in the sunshine and the cool breeze, I found myself 
at the exit of the labyrinth feeling assured of God’s presence, and 
feeling Christ’s peace in my heart. 

For every journey – of a few steps, or of a lifetime...Paul’s journey, 
your journey, our journey – I praise God. Amen. 


