Not Single Spires, But Battalions
Job 42:1-6

Romans 8:26-28


In 1975, this church burned down.  Only the steeple survived.  No one really knows for sure what started the fire…only that at around 3:30 in the afternoon on Tuesday, August 26, smoke was seen pouring out of the roof and the smaller, left front steeple of the church.  The roof of the 105-year-old building collapsed within five minutes of the time the fire was discovered.  This church burned down.  Only the steeple survived.


I wasn’t there.  Truth be told, I wasn’t even born yet.  But many of you were there.  Many of you remember vividly, as Joe does, that day, what you saw, what you heard, how it felt.  You were there, and you can recall easily the intense emotion of that day, the day the church burned down – you carry that story, the oral tradition of our shared history, in your hearts and in your minds.  And many of you, like me, weren’t there.  Maybe you also weren’t born yet.  Maybe you didn’t live in this area then.  Maybe you had never heard of the First Baptist Church in Beverly in 1975.  But the truth is, it doesn’t really matter.  This story is so poignant, so powerful, that it can speak to us, teach us, and inspire us, whether our memories of it are vivid or whether we weren’t even there.


The story of a beloved church building, a fixture of the community, a home, a place of worship, a place of comfort and solace for so many, engulfed in flames…the heat of the fire and perhaps falling debris causing the steeple bell to toll over and over and over again as the fire raged on…a whole community standing out on the street with upturned faces, watching in shock, sorrow, and disbelief…the fear and uncertainty of wondering if the steeple would fall…and if it did, where would it fall?...the image of the church’s ministers embracing wearily when the fire was extinguished…a congregation gathered to worship one last time in its beloved and now burned-out building – this is a story so powerful, so moving, that it is more than just a piece of history.  Because the steeple – and this community of faith – survived.  The steeple didn’t just weather winds of change – it survived a storm.  It survived a tragedy.  It survived – and a people, a congregation, a community survived – and there are lessons in that, meaning in that, for all of us.


The first lesson we can take from the story is that sometimes, no matter how strong our faith, no matter the goodness of the lives we lead, no matter how much work for justice and equality we do, no matter how much we worship, pray, or praise…sometimes tragedy strikes.  Sometimes we hit rock bottom.  Our building burns.  The bottom drops out.  Life is turned completely upside down.  Few figures in scripture illustrate this point more fully than Job.  Job is a person of deep faith and with strong conviction and love for God.  Yet Job’s life is turned completely upside down.  Job hits rock bottom.  It’s not fair.  It’s not easy.  But it’s the truth.  Being a part of a faith community, living as Jesus asks us to live, does not protect us from the possibility and reality of tragedy, the moments of sorrow and fear that enter into all of our lives.


I love Shakespeare.  I was an English major in college, and every good English major has to at least take a Shakespeare course or two…but I happen to love Shakespeare.  And although Shakespeare wrote some wildly funny comedies and some amazing poetry, the other thing that I think makes Shakespeare’s work so enduring is a keen and deep understanding of tragedy…of the kinds of real sorrows that come into our lives.  Hamlet is perhaps among the most famous of Shakespeare’s tragedies.  This story of a young prince whose life was beset by sorrow and whose own inability to make decisions cost him all that he loved has enough sadness to go around – the lives of every major character are touched by death, loss, and sorrow in this play.  Observing the loss and the sorrow, Claudius, Hamlet’s stepfather and the new king of Denmark, notes that “when sorrows come, they come not in single spires, but in battalions.”  In other words, when tragedy comes into our lives, it so often feels like it comes totally and completely.  We hit rock bottom.  The building burns down.  Our lives are shaken to their very core.  


But that’s not the end of it.  Because just as our steeple survived, it is possible to survive life’s tragedies.   Sometimes the steeple survives.  And so the second lesson is that as people of faith, when tragedy comes, it need never be defeating.  As people of faith, when tragedy strikes, we can come together in community, bound by our love for one another and by our faith in God, and we can grieve that which is lost, that which is painful, that which is hard to bear.  We need to do that.  We need to be able to grieve.  To cry together.  To get angry at the injustice of it all.  To weep for one another.  Because when sorrows come, and when they come into our lives in battalions, there’s no denying them.  It’s neither possible nor helpful to pretend that hurt and pain do not exist.  And so we can come together in community and grieve.  We gather in the burned out building to mourn.  We share our personal and unique and particular griefs, our struggles, our pain.  Even in what appear to be communal losses, like the loss of a church building, there is the personal, there is the individual and unique pain of each person’s particular loss and of each person’s particular story.  And then there are the particular and unique tragedies of each of our lives, each of our stories…illnesses, financial struggles, death, loss.  Holocaust survivor and author Elie Wiesel has noted that in our times of sorrow, hope can come from being in community, from those around us.  As people of faith, we know that part of healing from tragedy is to come together in community to share our stories, to shed our tears, and to offer one another support.    


A little over ten years ago, Eric Wolterstorff died in a mountaineering accident at the age of 25.  His father Nicholas, a well-known Christian philosopher, wrote about his experience of going through and healing from this tragedy in his book Lament for a Son.  Nicholas remembers how at Eric’s funeral, the community’s actions and symbols spoke to him as loudly as the words that were said.  The cloth placed over the coffin was, in his words, “simple but wonderfully beautiful,” and near it burned a candle symbolizing resurrection.  The opening words of the service recalled Eric’s baptism.  The music was “glorious” and together those gathered celebrated the Eucharist, observing it as a remembrance of God’s sharing in our brokenness and our sorrows.  Nicholas remembers, “They came forward successively in groups, standing in circles around the coffin, passing the signs of Christ’s brokenness to each other.”  The funeral did not make up for his son’s death, of course.  But it did do something else.  “It sank into me,” Nicholas writes, “the deep realization that…death is not all there is.”
  When we come together to grieve, to listen for God’s voice in the midst of sorrow, we can begin to heal, to be reminded that tragedy is not all there is.  

And when we are reminded that tragedy is not all there is, then we can begin to make new plans, to reach out, tentatively, toward the future.  George Tooze, one of the ministers of this church at the time of the fire, tells this story of the time immediately following the fire: “I had been on the schedule to preach that following Sunday – and we kept to the schedule.  We had no offices from which to work – the congregation was in profound grief…I pulled myself away from everything that was going on to try to find some words to say and try to find a sense of direction.  That [next] Sunday we affirmed the future.  We boldly declared that a new and stronger church would emerge from the ashes.”
 


And so, when tragedy strikes our lives, when sorrows come through in battalions, as people of faith, we know we can…we must…come together in community to grieve and to offer one another support; to listen for God’s voice in the midst of sorrow, to hear those places to which God is calling us, so that we might begin to dream anew, to make new plans, to reach out tentatively toward the future.  And then, like the phoenix that rises from the ashes, with God’s love, and the strength and hope that comes from community, with the power of the Spirit, we can fly again.  A stronger church was reborn from the ashes that surrounded that steeple.  That strength lives on today, in each one of you…and it will continue to live on as this church community grows and changes, welcomes new members and new ideas, seeks to reach out beyond its walls to a beautiful and broken world beyond its doors.  And that’s the third lesson: when tragedy strikes, when the building burns down, our faith tells us, our faith reassures us, that we will fly again.


During the winter of 2005, another minister picked up the phone and made the terribly difficult call to tell the moderator of her church that their church was burning.  Nancy Sweeney remembers picking up the phone at 5:25 on January 18 and hearing her minister’s voice telling her, “The church is burning.  The church is burning.”
  And on that bitterly cold and snowy night in January, that congregation watched a beloved building engulfed by, in Nancy’s words, “nothing but flames.  Red, in the sky…as high as you could see.”  The congregation was in profound grief.  They had lost something precious to them.  They needed to come together in community, to grieve and to mourn…so that they might fly again.  


In her reflections on the experience of coming through the fire, the minister of First Baptist Church in Jamaica Plain, Ashlee Wiest-Laird, references the scripture passage from Romans that we heard read this morning, Romans 8:26-28, and particularly verse 28: “We know that all things work together for good for those who love God, who are called according to God’s purpose.”  Rev. Wiest-Laird says, “Some people take this to mean that we are to understand that bad things are actually good.”  Not so, she says.  “The fire wasn’t a good thing.  But out of the fire, out of the difficulty and the pain, good things can come, in spite of the hardship.”  When tragedy strikes, when the building burns down, when the bottom drops out, we can grieve together, find God’s presence in the sorrow together, reach toward the future together, and then fly.  Sometimes the steeple survives.  Good things can come out of the ashes.    


We may not know exactly where our journey is leading us, where we will end up.  But we here at First Baptist Beverly do have this single spire, the spire of our steeple, that can bring us not sorrows, but joy…lessons…learning...hope.  Because sometimes, when the building burns down, when the bottom drops out, the steeple survives…and we can build again, rise from the ashes, and fly.  In assessing her congregation’s journey, Rev. Wiest-Laird says, “None us knows where our journey will take us.  That’s why we live by faith, knowing that God is leading us forward, and what’s important is our faithfulness along the way and knowing that God is with us, no matter what.”  When winds of change blow, when sorrows come, God is with us, no matter what…and we can rise up from the ashes, filled with God’s Spirit, and fly.  We can set new goals, dream new dreams.  We can open our doors and our hearts.  We can begin and foster housing projects to offer affordable housing.  We can work to feed the hungry.  We can offer forums and classes and discussions to become a center of education.  With your energy, with your faith, with all of your unique dreams, a new and stronger church can continue to rise from the ashes…and fly.


Amen. 
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