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For reflection:  This is all the inheritance I give to my dear family. The religion of Christ will give them one which will 
make them rich indeed. Patrick Henry 
 
Hebrew Scripture:  Joshua 4:1-7 

Today's Old Testament Lesson comes to us from the book of Joshua.  This book tells the history of the 
conquering and settling of the Holy Lands after the death of Moses.  Today's passage follows the people's crossing of the 
Jordan into the promised land.  Let us listen together for God's word.    

The historian tells us: 
When the entire nation had finished crossing over the Jordan, the Lord said to Joshua: "Select twelve men from 

the people, one from each tribe, and command them, 'Take twelve stones from here out of the middle of the Jordan, 
from the place where the priests' feet stood, carry them over with you, and lay them down in the place where you camp 
tonight.'"  Then Joshua summoned the twelve men from the Israelites, whom he had appointed, one from each tribe.  
Joshua said to them, "Pass on before the ark of the Lord your God into the middle of the Jordan, and each of you take up 
a stone on his shoulder, one for each of the tribes of the Israelites, so that this may be a sign among you.  When your 
children ask in the time to come, 'What do those stones mean to you?' then you shall tell them that the waters of the 
Jordan were cut off in front of the ark of the covenant of the Lord.  When the ark crossed over the Jordan, the waters of 
the Jordan were cut off.  So these stones shall be to the Israelites a memorial forever.   
 
  NEW TESTAMENT READING: I Peter 2:4-6, 9-10 

Today's New Testament Reading is from a letter encouraging hope and endurance—a letter attributed to the 
Apostle Peter writing to the church during its persecution by the Roman government.   

Peter writes: 
Come to him, a living stone, though rejected by mortals yet chosen and precious in God's sight, and like living 

stones, let yourselves be built into a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to 
God through Jesus Christ.  For it stands in Scripture, "See, I am laying in Zion a stone, a cornerstone chosen and precious; 
and whoever believes in him will not be put to shame."  You are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God's 
own people, in order that you may proclaim the mighty acts of him who has called you out of darkness into his 
marvelous light.  Once you were not a people, but now you are God's people; once you had not received mercy, but now 
you have received mercy. 
 
A SHOE BOX FULL OF STONES  

Stones.  Today's texts got me thinking about stones.  Those stones in the Jordan didn't accidently acquire 
memories, but were put in place in order to be associated with a particular memory.  Every time the people of Israel 
looked at the stones in the river, they would be reminded of a time when God had acted to save them.  Every time the 
Israelites looked at the memorial, they had to ask themselves what it meant to be a people who were saved by God – 
what did it mean to be the people of God.  That was the most important reminder—reminding the Israelites who they 
were.    

As we hear the news, as we read editorials and op-ed pieces, as I read articles in my professional journals, in our 
own conversations, person after person voices concern over the violence, the anger, and lack of concern for other 
people so evident in our country and in the world.  Twenty years ago James Forbes, social justice and civil rights worker, 
asked what remains (sadly) a timeless question: "Have we forgotten who we are?  As a nation, and as the people of God, 
do we have Alzheimer's?"  Alzheimer's.  Forgetting first those to whom we are related and then forgetting who we 
ourselves are.  A terrible disease for the one who suffers from it and those who suffer with them in love.   

When I was about ten, my parents took my brother and me to visit our Aunt E, my great-grandmother's sister, 
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who was suffering some form of dementia.  Her illness had progressed to that acutely painful stage where she didn't 
know who we were, she was confused about where or even who she was, but she still knew she should know those 
things.  She was near tears and so were my parents and I wanted to be anywhere but there.   

In desperation, Aunt E pointed to the top shelf in her narrow closet and asked my father to hand her a shoebox 
sitting there.  I could tell that it was heavier than he expected it to be and when, with trembling hands, she lifted the lid, 
I could see why—it was full of stones.   

Aunt E selected a stone and held it out toward us.  I thought she was offering it to one of us, until she began to 
speak.  She told us where and when she had picked that stone up and what she was doing and who she was with and 
what it was like to be there.  Holding stone after stone, she told us the story of her life, a jumble of memories and 
images—about being a young wife and mother, a train trip with her sisters at the turn of the century to visits cousins in 
Montana, being a friend and a grandmother and a caregiver and a woman of faith.  She was Mennonite. Stone after 
stone, she remembered who she was... Memorial stones. 

On this Memorial Day weekend when our nation honors those who died in her service and our congregation 
honors those who lived in her service; on this Memorial Day weekend filled with a jumble of memories and images, let 
us do what people of faith have done for thousands of years.  Let us consider the question, 'What do memorial stones 
mean to us?'  Let us reach into our communal shoe box full of stones, and remember who we are.     

Our first memorial stone:  In our nation's capital is a monument, its panels covered with the names of those who 
died in one war—Vietnam.  As you probably know, the memorial is a long black wall of descending height, with the 
names of the 58,000+ who died etched on it.  When we visited, we were still about ten feet from the wall, when we saw 
a man kneel in front of the wall while his mother stood behind him.  He made a pencil-shading, taking his father's name 
from the wall, a father he could not possibly have known.  How many times and in how many places over the ages at 
how many memorial stones are scenes like that still being acted out?  Ruptured households and nations are still 
counting the cost of sacrifice in a seemingly endless parade of wars, civil uprisings, and brutal suppressions of freedom.  
Households and nations struggled to find the meaning of sacrifice for those who made them—those who gave of 
themselves for causes they believed in; or died for causes they didn't believe in, but had other values to uphold;  those 
who worked and prayed for peace and those who went to jail so others didn't have to die; those who stayed at home, 
working hard alone to make sure others had a home to return to; those who gave up opportunities for high paying jobs 
to feed the hungry or to teach the ungifted in places we hope our children never go.   

How many times are scenes like that acted out—and when they are what do we remember about who we are—
as a nation and as a people of God?    

 In asking questions of these stones of sacrifice, we will hear their mute request for answers of our own:  For 
what causes have we given ourselves away?  What have we gone without, so that others might have?—not because it 
will look good on our resume or college application or because how people will talk about our community involvement, 
not even because it will lead to personal fulfillment.  What have we done simply because it is the right thing to do and 
our God calls us to do it?  When our children ask in the time to come, 'On what wall of sacrifice can our names be 
found?’ what will we say? 

Have you ever walked through a cemetery looking at the epitaphs?  They give insight into people and the values 
of their age.  It struck me how rarely we see them on tombstones anymore.  A phone call to a local funeral home 
confirmed my impression—epitaphs are increasingly rare (despite the fact, and I asked, that it is not expensive to have 
them).  So why don't we write epitaphs anymore?  Is it because we do so many things, we can't identify just one or two 
of the most important?  Or is it that when we started our adult lives, we never identified the important things and 
arranged the rest of our lives around them?  Is it that we can't reduce our life to a sentence or two or are we afraid that 
we can?  When our children ask in the time to come, 'What would we like written on our memorial stones?' what will we 
say? 

Another memorial stone or stones actually:  Those that form the walls around us right now.   Some of them have 
names written on them.  Do we know where and why?  What are we being reminded of when we read the names of  
Willauer, Beard, Kennedy, McKean, Rose, Morley,  Woodcock, Pratt, Goodrich, Edwards, Willard, Kerstadt, Hess, Meyer?  
Might not be a bad scavenger hunt for adults and children alike to find those names and more importantly find out how 
they became one of the memorial stones of our life as a people of faith in this place. And once we discover where and 
why, what more do we remember about who we are?   

What do these stones remind us of?  Do they form the place we come when it's not nice enough to golf?  Or is it 
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the community with whom we come to give thanks for health and leisure?  Is it the place we come for rituals of 
weddings and baptisms?  Or is it the community where we celebrate and learn how to live in relationships of love and 
hope?  Is it the place we come just for the special services?  Or is it the community that makes us aware of how special 
all the days God has given us are?  Is it the place we come so others can teach our children values?  Or is this the 
community which helps us live according to our values?  When our children and our neighbors ask (and they are asking 
us now), 'What do these stones mean to us?' what are we saying? 

More memorial stones:  This morning we recognized and gave thanks for our long-term members, considering 
the ways they have shaped who and what we are and the blessings their witness has bestowed on us.  They are the 
living stones who have formed the foundation of our life together for somewhere between a third and two thirds of a 
century.  Unlike the other stones we've been talking about, these living stones can tell us their own stories.  In 
Fellowship Hall, find one of these people wearing a red carnation and ask them who they are.  Are you a deacon/elder, 
deacon or church school teacher?  So were they.  Are you a church school student or getting ready to join the 
confirmation commissioning class?  They did too.  Are you married in uncertain times?  Many of these people were 
married during WWII and separated by that war or the Korean or Vietnam War.    Ask them how they did it.  Wondering 
how to get through an 11 minute sermon?  Ask them how they have been doing it for week after week for decades. In 
ways we don't even know, they have shaped and formed the people we are today.  Want to know who we are?  Ask 
them who they are?  On this day, let us ask these living stones, and let us hear what they say.       

  Living stones.  While we recognize long-term members today, there is no time requirement for being a living 
stone.  From the day we answer God's call to be a member of the family, each and every one of us becomes living 
stones.  As part of this congregation, as members of the community of faith in the world, we are creating the foundation 
for the generations and community to come.  We are shaping and forming the people they will be.    

We can do that haphazardly, in our spare time, and it will look like that's what we did.  Or we can do that 
attentively and creatively.  As living stones we learn the language of stones, so that we can communicate with all the 
memorial stones of our lives, stones of sacrifice and value and meaning.  We can hear their answers and respond to their 
questions.  Together, we can resist Alzheimer's of the soul—for our nation and as the people of God.  We can remember 
how we are related to one another.  We can remember who we are.  
  When they look at us and are asked in the time to come, 'What do those stones mean to you?' what will God's 
children say?   At the close of Saving Private Ryan, a dying Captain John Miller says to Ryan, “Earn this.”  In our ministry, 
witness and sacrifice may we earn what we have been given by those who came before. 
 
Prayer for Others and Ourselves 
Loving God:  For everything there is a season and a time for every matter under heaven -- and now is the time we draw 
near to you offering up all the joys and pains of our life under heaven. We give you thanks for all things that have come 
in their season: new love and old love renewed; babies born and baptized; tearful goodbyes and futures faced with 
trembling smiles; the gift of health and health restored.  For all these, your gifts, receive our praise and gratitude.     

We wait with more or less patience, Lord, for the things that do not seem to have arrived in their season: while 
we wait, help us to focus on how we might use this day; we ache for health and healing; knowing that while many times 
we can name our ailment and set a course toward health, You are our healer; grant us the balm of Your presence; we 
struggle with disappointed dreams and broken relationships, with jobs without meaning and lives seemingly without 
purpose.  In all these seasons, grant us signs of Your presence that provide hope and patience and assurance of a new 
day and new life with You.  

By the power of Your Spirit move our hands and hearts in new and old ways that your glory might be known and 
your love lived.     

There is a time to speak and a time to keep silent.  As You have heard our spoken pleas, the needs and desires 
and delights of our lives -- now we wait in silence to listen for Your word spoken into the crevices of our hearts. 

Receive our prayers, Lord, these and the one you taught us to pray together, saying Our Father... 
 


