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GOD TALKS - The Common Thread. A Story-Sermon written and told by Rev. Steven Schafer at 

Mt. Hope on August 17, 2014. Texts: Genesis 50: 15-21 and Matthew 6: 14-15. 

 By the time Gideon was twenty two he had been dating Betsy for nearly three years. He wasn't 

sure he was in love with her but they had been together so long that they had settled into a very 

comfortable routine of going out, enjoying one another's company, having fun, sharing friends. They 

met in college, so they had that in common. He majored in philosophy and religion.  He figured that if 

he and God were talking on a fairly regular basis he ought to know as much about the big guy and 

how other religions fit into the big picture as he could. And the study of other religions was interesting. 

It seems that, from the very birth of the human race people have understood that they are not alone in 

the universe - that there is something or someone who is in charge of it all. They've viewed him in 

different ways over the eons and given him a myriad of names, but always a dependence, a fate, a 

hope is there. That's god.  

 Philosophy he liked simply because it was all about people continually struggling with the 

meaning of life and why we are here and whether God exists and, if He/she/it does, what that means 

and what kind of a being He/she/it might be. Although, he knew, most philosophers got mired in that 

big question, "does God exist?" Gideon already knew the answer to that one, but still, reading and 

interacting on those kinds of big questions was intriguing. How the mind worked and how people 

thought and how they reasoned purpose and meaning into life was fascinating. He especially liked 

Jean Paul Sarte. He thought that he might be the only wholly honest philosopher in the lot (even 

though he was wrong). He had concluded that God doesn't exist and therefore life has absolutely no 

meaning. People are as insignificant as ants in an anthill. They have no purpose other than to be 

born, procreate, and die. They are accidents of the universe and as inconsequential as amoeba. 

Sartre was right in his conclusions if, in fact, God doesn't exist. Gideon wondered what would have 

happened to Sarte's thinking if God had spoken to him like he does to him. His philosophical musings 

would most certainly change, but he wondered what purpose Sarte would assign to humankind then. 

He wondered why God didn't, from time to time, insert himself into people's lives just to shake up their 

thinking a bit. Most of his friends never gave the idea of God more than a passing glance. God meant 

nothing to them. He wondered how you can go through life without some of those deeper thoughts 

about existence and purpose and life after life and what it's all all about. 

 Betsy was on the same wave length. They actually met in a comparative religions class. They 

were in a study group together. He remembered how difficult it had been for her to grasp Buddhism - 

a religion, deeply spiritual, but without a belief in a God. She wondered if a religion that doesn't have 

a god can actually even be called a religion. Someone in the group suggested that that is pretty much 

how most people are. He said, "If you ask a stranger on the street if they are religious, often the 

response will be, 'I'm not religious in the go to church sense, but I am a spiritual person. I believe in 

god. I pray. I just don't believe in all the trappings of organized religion.'" He went on to conclude, 

"Those people - almost everyone - create their own god. It isn't based on anything other than an inner 

knowledge that there is something bigger than themselves. Someone called it a 'God-shaped 

vacuum' in their souls. But it's pretty nebulous and not 'god' in any recognizable sense." 
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 Gideon wasn't sure that is exactly the Buddhist take on things, but he was right. Most "spiritual" 

people had no real grasp of a god who establishes moral codes or expects certain things or has a 

plan for the universe or loves us. He was cynical enough to believe that NOT almost everyone would 

consider themselves 'spiritual.' Most, he believed, were simply oblivious to anything other than 

themselves. 

 After three years of being together, Betsy, in a most unceremonious way, dumped Gideon. 

She said that she couldn't see them, as a couple, going anywhere. Besides, she had found another 

fellow she really liked. Gideon was devastated. He had to admit that they probably weren't meant to 

be together forever, but still...  She was probably thinking of marriage. He wasn't just yet. That was a 

few years off, after graduate school and finding some kind of job that, hopefully, would/could use his 

education. He knew that probably wasn't going to happen. Philosophy majors learn to think but there 

isn't much of a market for that out there. And religion - unless you are heading for the ministry there 

isn't much you can do with that either. Maybe he'd study psychology in grad school or maybe he 

should just chuck the whole thing and be a plumber - good money - steady work...  

 The hard part about his break up with Betsy would be that they worked at the same place - the 

Grand Forks Times Newspaper - both of them copy editors. They would still see one another every 

day. They would have to interact. They would have to work together... 

 Gideon's mother, Mary, was continuing on in her spiritual journey. She met with Sister Janet 

almost every week now. They had become very close. Mary considered Janet her spiritual mentor 

and one of her best friends. She had grown SO much under Janet's tutelage. She had grown closer 

to God (she had decided not to become Catholic). She was happier now than she'd been for years. 

She felt at peace.  

 A few weeks ago Janet broke into Mary's reverie. She met Mary with a somber expression 

instead of the always smiling one. "What's wrong, Janet," Mary said. "You look worried about 

something. What's going on? You OK?" 

 "No. I'm fine," she assured Mary. "I'm not worried about anything. I'm, I guess, you might say, 

I'm apprehensive. I've got something that might upset you a great deal and I don't want to do that. 

You're doing so well and I love you so much. I don't want to burden you." 

 "Now you've gotten me scared," said Mary. "Whatever you've got, I think I can handle it," she 

said. "What's going on?" 

 "You've met Father Jake. He's the new priest at St. Katherine's. He also works at the hospital, 

with other pastors, on a rotating kind of chaplaincy program. You know, they visit new patients, chat a 

bit, read some scripture, have a prayer. He was visiting the hospital last week and, as he was making 

his rounds, he came across a man named 'Mark Hammond.' I believe you know the name." 

 Mary's face went white when that name came off Sister Janet's lips. Mark Hammond was the 

name of the drunk who had smashed head on into Melissa so long ago and destroyed the James 

family's life. Melissa and her friend Amy were killed. The driver of a third car was paralyzed from the 
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waist down. Mark Hammond walked away with a few bruises and scrapes. She had never met him 

but she had always despised the very sound of his name. He went to jail, as well he should have, 

because of his drunken massacre. She had hoped that he'd never get out. 

 "He asked Father Jake if he could possibly find your family. He knew your name. Father Jake 

knew we were friends so he came to me. Mr. Hammond would like to see you. He's dying of 

pancreatic cancer and wants to express to you how truly sorry he is before he dies. Will you see him - 

you and Hal?" 

 "No. I can't. I won't." Janet, of course, understood completely. She said she was just asked if 

she would ask. Mary should feel under no obligation whatsoever. 

 Mary didn't tell Hal about Janet's request. Hal was a wonderful man but she knew that facing 

Mark Hammond would be so very painful for him. But a few days later Mary found herself at the 

hospital asking for the room number of Mark Hammond. She didn't know what she would do when 

she got there, but something drew her, irresistibly. Curiosity? Resolution? Revenge? Probably not 

forgiveness. When she walked into his room, Father Jake was there. She had met him a couple of 

times so she knew who he was. He mouthed an inaudible, "thank you." He told Mark who Mary was. 

Mark looked at her, clearly in pain, physically and emotionally. A tear formed in his eye. He said, "I'm 

so sorry. I've been sorry every minute of every day since the accident happened. I've thought of you 

and your daughter and the other girl and that man and I am so ashamed. I am so so sorry. 

 Mary looked over at the priest then back at Mark. For an eternity there was dead silence in the 

room as she thought of what to say. She glanced at the priest again then back to Mark Hammond. 

Then she said, "So now, on your death bed, you find God? Isn't that a bit convenient? You ask for 

God's forgiveness and your conscience begins to be salved and now you want mine? Well, you can't 

have it. It was not an accident. You were drunk. You murdered my daughter. I will never forgive you. I 

hope you suffer for the rest of your miserable life and then you rot in hell!" Mary stormed out of the 

room in tears. 

 "It's OK, Betsy. It's OK. Tell me what happened," said Gideon as Betsy wept into his shoulder 

as he held her. Mark had gotten to work just a few minutes earlier. He saw Betsy come in, but as 

soon as she saw him she ran into his arms for comfort. 

 "I caught Todd cheating on me," she sobbed. "I caught him lying and cheating. I thought he 

was a good guy. He's just another jerk," she said through her tears. Gideon tried to console his one-

time girlfriend but the tears kept coming. He wasn't sure what to say, so he said very little. He just 

held her and head-motioned for others who looked concerned to leave them alone. 

 Mary was appalled at what she had done. It is true that she hadn't thought it through and didn't 

know what she was going to say to Mark Hammond when she saw him. But she hadn't planned to yell 

at him and damn him. She hadn't planned to be so mean spirited. The poor man was suffering and 

dying. How could she have been so cruel? But the words just came out. The venom inside her broke 

out of its protected little box and spewed all over the hospital room. Father Jake must think her a 
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monster. Maybe I am, she thought. She decided that the next day she would go back and apologize. 

She would tell him that she would try to forgive him but that she wasn't there yet. She'd tell him that 

hating him for so long couldn't be undone in an instant. She'd tell him that she is happy that he has 

made peace with God. That someday she might be able to put it all behind her and forgive (she 

wasn't sure that was completely the truth). 

 That afternoon in the newspaper building cafeteria, Gideon ran into the editor. "Good 

afternoon, Mr. Gideon," said the man. "I rather liked the way you comforted Betsy." 

 " No big deal," said Gideon, reddening in the face. Gideon knew God knew. It's so 

inconvenient to have someone know literally everything and to call you to account. 

 "I know. It looked better than it was, didn't it? " said God. 

 "OK. So I enjoyed seeing her life spinning out of control. I loved seeing her crumble into a 

mass of tears. She hurt me. We didn't have a future, but getting dumped for another guy - without 

warning - that hurt. I liked seeing her in pain. Now she knows how it feels." 

 "Severed connections are always painful," the editor said, "because connections can never 

truly be broken. All creation shares a common thread. It's like this sweater I'm wearing (quite nice, 

don't you think?). The arms, the collar, the vest, the back. They all seem to be individual parts.  They 

can even be multiple colors," he says as he spins so Gideon can see all the sweater, knit of that 

multi-colored yarn, "but they aren't really so separate. If you pull a thread," he said, as he found a 

loose end of the yarn near the collar and began to pull, "the whole thing can be unraveled." He kept 

pulling and pulling until the entire sweater was nothing but a pile of multi-colored yarn piled on the 

floor. Gideon was aware that people were watching with some amusement as their editor did this 

bizarre thing.  "How you use your little section of that thread determines the pattern of your life. And in 

many ways the pattern of your life affects the whole of humankind. Not in a big way, of course, but in 

a permanent way, without doubt." 

 When Gideon walked into his parents house that evening, his mother was just telling his father 

what she had done at the hospital - how embarrassed she was - how horrible she felt - what an awful 

person the priest must think she is. Hal tried to console her, saying that people sometimes do such 

things. He was proud of her for wanting to go back and smooth it all out a little. He assured her that 

Mark Hammond would understand. He had no real right to expect forgiveness. The priest would 

understand, too. Hal told Mary that she shouldn't have gone without him. She told him that she hadn't 

planned to go at all. It just happened. She asked Hal not to go with her tomorrow. He understood. 

 Gideon said, "The forgiveness thing is sure hard. Even when we think we've forgiven and 

forgotten, we don't. Those things we've done or suffered last a very long time. I'm not sure how 

anyone can forgive or be forgiven." 

 "That's why the old saying 'to forgive is divine' has been around for so long," said Hal. "Only 

God can truly forgive. If we are able to muster some semblance of it, we've tapped into the God part 

of our beings. Our job is to be willing to forgive. God will make it possible." 
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 Mary said, "That's just the thing. I'm not sure I even want to forgive that man. Why should I?" 

 Hal got a bit preachy at that point (as ministers are inclined to do) and said that we forgive 

because God forgave us. Neither Mary nor Gideon could argue with that. And it was something to 

think about. How could God, over and over and over again forgive us, sometimes forgiving HUGE 

sins, but we are unwilling to even be willing to forgive others. 

 The next day Mary went back to the hospital. She stopped in the gift shop and picked up a 

small bouquet of flowers. She hoped she wouldn't lose it again. This time she had a plan and knew 

pretty much what she was going to say. She took the elevator to the fifth floor, her palms getting 

moist. Probably just from the flowers, she told herself. When she found room 524 the door was ajar 

so pushed it open. There, in the room, stood a woman putting things into a box. The bed was empty 

and made up. Mary knew he was gone. 

 "Hello," said the woman. Mary noticed that her eyes were red. "Are you looking for Mark?" 

 "Yes. Are you his wife?" asked Mary. 

 "Mark died early this morning. Who are you?" 

 "Just someone who seems to be too late too often. I'm so sorry for your loss." 

 "I haven't seen Mark very much for the past fifteen years. Once a month, probably. He's been 

away. We were divorced years ago." Mary saw a picture the woman was putting into the box. It was a 

picture of a much younger Mark and this woman and a young boy.  

 "Your family?" asked Mary. 

 "Yes. It used to be. Jeffrey died of leukemia on the day of that terrible accident over on route 

sixty five. Mark was so distraught that he got drunk. Then he drove and..." the woman began to weep. 

"I lost them both on the same day. Mark never got over it - either Jeffrey's death nor what he did. He 

was so sorry. There wasn't anything that could take away the pain." 

 "Now he's at peace," said Mary. "At least there's that." After an awkward silence, Mary said, 

"My name is Mary James. Would you like to go somewhere to talk?" 

  

  


