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GOD TALKS: Another Talker. A Story Sermon written and told at Mt. Hope on August 31, 2014 by Rev. 

Steven Schafer. Texts: Genesis 3:1-8 and Matthew 4:1-11. 

 Raymond Sinclair, at age 43 was already a man bigger than life in Grand Forks, North Dakota. In fact, 

,many said that it wouldn't surprise anyone if he one day became governor of the state. Although they also had 

to admit that  politics didn't seem to be anything Sinclair was particularly interested in. A fact which may, some 

said, make him the best political candidate to come along for a long time. He was affable, he was handsome, 

he was well spoken, he made you feel important when you talked with him. He was the kind of man whom you 

just like to be around. He also, apparently, had a great deal of money. He owned the Grand Forks Times, the 

newspaper where Gideon worked. Gideon hadn't seen him too often. He was the owner but didn't actually work 

at the paper. He left the reporting and managing the paper up to the professionals. He could, obviously, push a 

particular agenda or keep certain things out of the news if he wanted, but there wasn't even a hint nor a rumor 

that he had ever done either. 

 Raymond Sinclair did, apparently, have a touch of political ambition. He ran for and was elected to the 

Grand Forks School Board. It was a no contest election so it wasn't much of a campaign. As expected, he had 

become the president of the board just six months after taking the position when the current president had 

heart problems and had to resign.  

 Raymond Sinclair was also involved in the community. He was the chair of "Dress Up Grand Forks," 

one of those community involvement programs where volunteers from businesses and individuals give a day 

every six months to paint run down houses, weed vacant lots, fix playground equipment, build ramps for the 

handicapped, and a whole list of other projects. Raymond had started the program and promoted it and run it 

for the past eight years. It was quite popular and hundreds came out to take part, getting a tremendous amount 

done.  

 "Hey, Mr. Gideon," came the voice of a teen age boy, coming to an abrupt stop on his skateboard just 

in front of Gideon. "You need to get ready. You're about to be tested." 

 "Hi, God. That sounds bad. I'm not very good with tests." 

 "Here is what you need to remember: It's all true and you're not alone. That's all." 

 "I hope the test isn't too hard. I'm pretty swamped right now at work. And I don't have any super 

powers, anyway." 

 "Of course you do. Start with the question you most often ask when we talk." 

 "You mean, 'why me?'" asked Gideon. 

 "Indeed," said the young man as he pushed himself off with is left foot and shot down the sidewalk. 

 That morning, when Gideon got to the newspaper office, there was quite a buzz going on. Apparently 

something big had happened overnight and everyone was rushing around. The editor rushed over to Gideon 

as soon as he saw him. "James, there has been an explosion over at the mill. People are dead and wounded. 

Cal and Sally are headed over there now. There's also been a semi/minivan crash out on Interstate 29. Again, 

fatalities. I'm sending Linda out to cover that one. How would you like to do a little reporting? We're short 

staffed this morning. There was some vandalism over at St. Katherine's last night. I want you to check it out 

and write it up. It's not much, but you can get your feet wet with it." 
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 "Thanks, Sir. I'll do my best," said Gideon, almost giddy with excitement over his first reporting 

assignment. He grabbed a couple pencils and a legal pad, his press ID badge, and headed across town to the 

old church. 

 When he arrived, several police cars were parked at the curb and people going in and out of the 

church. Gideon walked through the front door and was shocked at what he saw. St. Katherine's was one of the 

oldest churches in town and most clearly the one with the most moneyed parishioners. Visitors always 

commented at how beautiful the sanctuary was and how that, just entering, one felt a sense of peace. But not 

today. Something almost evil had happened here. Numerous statues had been toppled and broken. Beer had 

been poured into the holy water basin. Graffiti on the walls contained some truly vile words. The crucifix had 

been smashed, as with a sledge hammer and the broken body of Jesus lay shattered on the chancel. The 

pulpit had been overturned, the banners on the walls viciously torn down, a priceless stained glass window had 

been destroyed, the pipes for the organ had been severely beaten and dented. This was no teenage vandal. 

Whoever had done this had raged in here. 

 Sister Janet sat on the chancel steps, weeping. Gideon didn't know her well but he did know her from 

all his mother had said about her. He approached her. "Sister Janet? I'm Gideon James. You are friends with 

my mother, Mary. I'm so sorry for all this. I work for the Grand Forks Times. Can you tell me what happened?" 

 "I have no idea what happened. I don't know who could have done something like this. This is a sacred 

place. People come here to pray. They come in here with their hearts broken. They come here to find peace, to 

pray about their  dreams and fears and longing. They come here seeking help from God and comfort in their 

grief. Why would someone do this? Why? This place is so important to so many," and she continued to weep 

softly.  

 Gideon jotted down some of the things Sister Janet said. He interviewed some of the policemen at the 

scene. He talked to a few parishioners who had come when they heard what had happened. He marveled at 

how Sister Janet turned off her tears and suppressed her own grief to consol St. Katherine's members. She 

and her ministry would be an important part of his article. 

 When he got back to the newspaper office, he was surprised to see Raymond Sinclair sitting in his 

chair at his desk. "Mr. Gideon - hello. I'm Mr. Raymond - or so I'm sometimes called. Sort of a peculiar way to 

get one's attention, wouldn't you say?" 

 "What do you mean," said Gideon. 

 "I thought there must be others who hear the voice of God. Pleased to meet you, Mr. Gideon. " 

 "He talks to you, too? I thought I was the only one." 

 "No. You're not all that unique. I've talked with him all my life. He's really quite demanding, don't you 

think?" 

 "Well, I suppose so. But then, when you are in charge of the universe, I suppose you have that right." 

 "Oh... You still think He's special, don't you? How quaint. You think the 'Master of the Universe' is 

good? You think he controls everything? Have you watched the news lately? Nothing but bombs going off, 

people killing one another, poverty, violence, starvation, pollution. If he were such a good God - not to mention 

if he were a smart or merciful God, none of those things would exist. But they do. If He had been thinking, he 
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would have put an end to that free will thing long ago. It's ruined the earth. He should have made us like 

computers - intelligent, capable, infallible even. But his obsession with freedom. He's a fool.  

 "We don't have to be bossed around by some ego-centric deity. Of course you have the free will to if 

you want to. But why? None of us asked to be born. I didn't ask to be born. But now that I'm here, it's all up to 

me. I don't need Him. He gave me life. Thank you very much. But He can't have it back. I'm keeping it." 

 Gideon was overwhelmed by Sinclair's words. Here was this guy who everyone thought great but he 

was talking about God as though he was the enemy.  

 "Does he know you feel this way?" asked Gideon. 

 "We debate." 

 "But He's God. He's in charge." 

 "But he isn't. He gave that up back in the garden. He put us in charge then he walked away," retorted 

Sinclair. 

 "But ultimately all things work together for good." 

 "Believe that if you want." 

 "It's true." 

 "How do you know?" Raymond asked. 

 "I just do," said Gideon. 

 "You majored in philosophy, didn't you? Ever read Hegel? Remember his saying "Life must be some 

kind of terrible mistake"? The beautiful thing, Mr. Gideon, is that it's not my mistake. 

 "Listen, I've got to get going. But I've got to say, I'm delighted to meet you. You can't imagine how 

lonely its been all these years, wondering if there is someone else out there and if we'd meet and if that person 

would be a friend or an opponent. I'm excited. I think it will be a fair fight, don't you?" 

 "A fight? I never asked for a fight." 

 "Ahh. The fight comes anyway," Sinclair says and gives a wink, beginning to walk away. 

 "I've got God on my side," calls out Gideon. 

 "Great. I've got the school board and the cops and citizenry and the power of the printed word. You 

take God. I'll be OK." 

 Needless to say, Gideon was shaken by his encounter with his boss, Raymond Sinclair. Maybe, for the 

first time in his life, he truly prayed. Always God approached him and they talked. Now he needed to talk to 

God. "God, you there?"  

 "James!" yelled Gideon's editor.   I see you're back from St. Katherine's. Great. I hope you got some 

good stuff. But this might be bigger than we thought. The police scanner just reported a raging fire over at Ben 
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Abrahim synagogue. Probably not a serial vandal or anything like that, but who knows. It's quiet a coincidence.  

Get over there." 

 Gideon felt a bit of déjà vu as he drove up to Ben Abrahim. Once again police cars were lining the 

street and people were running around trying to do something, talking on walkie talkies, pointing, instructing, 

calling for reinforcements. The firemen were shooting streams of water into the building but their efforts 

seemed like nothing compared to the heat and flames erupting from every door and window of the place. An 

EMS truck was there and, on the rear step sat the rabbi being treated for burns. Beside him sat the 

synagogue's torah scrolls which he had obviously risked his life to save from the burning building. 

 Whether there was a connection of not, Gideon felt scared. More scared than he had been at any time 

in his life. He had no evidence whatsoever that Raymond Sinclair had anything to do with St. Katherine's nor 

Ben Abrahim, but he felt it. He felt the presence, in both places, of evil. Was it just his imagination? He had no 

idea. Did such a thing as 'evil' actually exist. He didn't know. All he knew was that he was shaken to his core. 

 Gideon pulled out his cell phone and called his father. "Dad. Did you hear about what happened at 

St.Katherine's? Did you hear about the synagogue? My editor put it into my head that there may be some kind 

of serial church hater out there. Please be careful. Keep your eyes open for anything suspicious." 

 "Not to worry, Gideon. I'm fine. Nothing is going to happen to me or the church. God will watch over us. 

God will protect us." 

 "He didn't protect  St. Katherine's or Ben Abrahim." said Gideon.  

 "The ways of God are higher than our ways, Gideon. We don't always know why things happen. We 

just trust that God does - that he cares for us. We are his children and he watches over us." 

 "Be careful, dad," said Gideon. 

 Gideon was brought to tears when he saw the rabbi's congregation begin to gather. They were so 

loving and gentle with him. He had been their leader for years and now they were ministering to him in 

wonderful ways. They each, in their own ways, had suffered a loss in the burning of their place of worship but 

they knew that the people of the place were infinitely more important than the place. He decided then and there 

that his article would be about the people affected by these events rather than so much about the historical or 

even the religious value of the properties. The people are the church, not the facility. The people are the 

synagogue, not the building. Therein is their strength. 

 One of the fire watchers shook his head in dismay. He was obviously a Jewish man, Gideon judged, 

from the way he was dressed and the sadness on his face. He was probably in his eighties and had attended 

Shabbat services in this synagogue for half a century - as long as it had existed. When he sensed Gideon 

looking at him he looked over. "Mr. Gideon, it is a sad day. On the battlefield of life we have lost two skirmishes 

in the past twenty four hours. Victory will be ours, but not today." 

 "Oh, God," said Gideon. "I've been trying to reach you." 

 "I've been busy." 

 "I'm sure. So sorry about all this." 
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 "Don't be sorry. I've got a plan. I've sure hated to see my houses destroyed, though. I so enjoyed 

them." 

 "I met Raymond Sinclair today. God, he's evil." 

 "No. Evil is the absence of good, Gideon. It is not something in itself. Mr. Raymond and I talk often. We 

don't often agree, I'm afraid. He would like to be me. He says he'd do things differently," said the old man. "He 

has done a lot of good along the way. You see, Gideon, every good person has the capacity to do bad and 

every person, even the worst among you, has the capacity to do good. Raymond used to be one of the best 

I've ever created. He says he doesn't like free will but he'd have never gotten where he is without it." 

 "Did he trash the church and burn the synagogue?" 

 "Ahh. Another of your famous questions. He either did or he didn't. It doesn't matter. Every day that 

begins, every person decides what place he or she will take in the world. Sometimes it's bad. Sometimes it's 

good. Usually it's a little of both. I depend on the good to, every day, overcome the bad just as light overcomes 

the darkness." 

 "We get to choose good or bad and some deliberately choose bad?" 

 "It seems to be so. Possibly for some selfish reason or desperate need or deep hurt or psychological 

maladjustment. Maybe the consequence of unwise choices. Few people do bad just to be bad. There is a war 

going on, Gideon, a war in the world that is transcendent. It cannot be seen nor experienced with your senses. 

It is a war whose end is already determined, but along the way battles are sometimes lost. Brave believers 

fight the good fight."  

 "So - Am supposed to fight him?" asked Gideon, a bit nonplused. "I've never been in a real fight. I don't 

have a chance against Sinclair. He is loved and respected by everyone. He has money and power and... and 

he's good at everything he does.  I'm a nobody. I don't think I can. He's too powerful. I'm just a copy editor at 

his newspaper. I can't save the world," said Gideon. 

 "I didn't ask you to save the world. Just to 'Counterbalance' it," said God. "I expect you to fulfill  your 

true nature. That's all I've ever expected - for you to reflect the image of me, that is in you, into the world." 

 "I don't have what it takes," said Gideon. "I can't do it alone." 

 "You have, in me, everything you need, Gideon. You have everything you need." 

 Gideon looked beyond the old man and through the smoke fogging the street and saw Raymond 

Sinclair watching the blaze. He looked over at Gideon and he smiled and nodded his head.  

  

 

 


