
GOD TALKS: MOTHER MARY. A story sermon written and told by Rev. Steven Schafer at Mt. Hope on June 

8, 2014. Text: Job 38: 1-12, 40: 1-5 and John 9: 1-16.  

Gideon's mother, Mary, didn't believe in God. Or, maybe she did but, if so, she didn't believe in a good God or 

a God who helped people or a God who interacted with or responded to people. She had prayed. She had 

prayed all her life. She had believed it all - in God and Jesus and the Holy Spirit - in forgiveness and love and 

peace - in heaven and hell... She was in a second generation clergy family. Her father had been a Presbyterian 

minister. She grew up attending Sunday School and church every Sunday. She attended the kid's club and the 

youth programs. She went through high school and college with her faith intact. When she met Hal, she knew 

he was headed for the pastorate so she knew what she was getting into. Hal was ordained as a Lutheran 

minister. When she was pregnant with Gideon, it all started to unravel. Her faith failed her. 

 Mary had loved her father more than any person in her life but that year she watched him die a painful, 

tortuous death with a cancer that slowly ate away at his body and then his brain until he was an incoherent 

body, writhing in pain, laying in his bed. And there wasn't anything anyone seemed able to do about it. That 

was the beginning of her disbelief. Her father had been a wonderful man. He helped so many people over the 

course of his career. He baptized babies, married young adults, buried the dead, counseled the hurting, 

assisted the needy, inspired his parishioners... was a shining example of what it means to be a Christian to 

everyone who knew him and even those he met casually along the way. He was the best. But, for some 

unfathomable reason, God allowed this horrible end to his life. How he suffered. How the pain wracked his 

body and destroyed his spirit and will to live. In the end he was crying out to God to PLEASE let him die. 

 After her father died, Mary was bitter for a very long time, but time heals our wounds - such a wonderful 

truth -  and the church demanded (not overtly but in so many subtle ways) that she be the good minister's wife 

once again. They needed her to be. So she was. She put aside her resentment toward God and, although she 

would never love or trust Him like she used to, she at least was able to go to church again and put on what she 

called her "holy face" that masked so much of the emotion that was going on inside - for the sake of her 

husband and his ministry and even, she knew, for the sake of the wonderful people in their church. She could 

not, after all, give up all that she held dear for so many years. She could not abandon God even though she felt 

that God had abandoned her. 

 But then it happened again, but this time ten times worse. Gideon was ten at the time but the events of 

that year were so dramatic that he absorbed and remembered almost every minute of it from the first, horrifying 

moment. It was a Saturday morning. His mother was making cookies in the kitchen - he would remember the 

wonderful smell of his mother baking forever -  his dad had gone over to the church, next door, to finish his 

preparation for worship services the next day - changing the paraments, adjusting the microphones, printing 

his sermon notes, putting together his children's sermon, making sure the bulletin had the right inserts and the 

hymns were marked in the hymnal he would use... 

 The doorbell rang. Mary dusted off her hands and started to take her apron off. But Gideon ran to the 

door before she got there and opened it. A policeman stood there. "Mr. Gideon - go next door and get your 

father. Tell him your mother needs him right away." Gideon knew it was the voice of God. Every time someone 

called him "Mr. Gideon" he knew that person was about to speak God's words to him. He had learned, even by 

the age of ten, to always listen to God and do what God told him to do so, without hesitation, he turned away 

and, without asking why, headed out the back door to the church - he would run to get his father. As he opened 

the back door, though, he heard the policeman mumble something and then he heard  the most terrifying 

sound he had ever heard in his life come from his mother - a scream - a cry - an almost inhuman groan. As he 

looked back, he saw his mother crumple to the floor:  "N-o-o-o- o!" she said. That was all. Gideon ran to get his 

father. He didn't know what was wrong but he knew it was horrific. 



 The policeman had come to tell the James family that their daughter, Melissa, had been involved in a 

car accident and that she hadn't made it. She was dead. When Gideon's father arrived and saw the policeman 

and his wife crumpled and crying in the policeman's arms (he had helped her up from the floor) he knew, 

instinctively, what had happened - or at least that something terrible had. He ran to his wife and took her. He 

half listened to the police officer for minute (you could tell he was stunned and in a daze), thanked him and 

closed the door. Hal and Mary went into the living room, holding one another up, and wept uncontrollably for 

what seemed, to Gideon, forever. Eventually Hal looked up and beckoned Gideon to join them and tears began 

to flow as Gideon was drawn into the family tragedy and, with his parents, he cried with his parents until there 

were no more tears. 

 Gideon's mother wouldn't go to the funeral. She wouldn't even go to the funeral home to receive those 

who had come to pay their respects and express sympathy. She said that she just couldn't smile and tell 

stories and share small talk with the hordes who would come. She said she wouldn't be able to bear the pity 

and the religious platitudes and the words of encouragement people might offer. So she stayed home, nursing 

her renewed resentment against a God that she no longer believed in who had hurt her so deeply - who had 

taken from her everything she loved in this world. Gideon heard her tell his father that, "If there is a God, He is 

as evil and mean as evil and mean can get." And she said it with a viciousness in her voice that Gideon had 

never heard coming from his mother before. 

 But Gideon was ten. He hadn't yet had enough experience with death to understand what it all means. 

He knew Melissa must have gone to heaven. That seemed good. He knew that she was hurt badly but that 

now she didn't hurt at all. That seemed good. He knew that he wouldn't be seeing her any more. That was not 

so good, but she wasn't all that nice to him anyway, so maybe even that wasn't so bad. He wasn't quite sure 

why his mother blamed God. He was pretty sure the policeman had said something about a drunk driver 

causing the car Melissa was riding in to swerve and hit a tree. He hadn't said anything about God being 

involved. He supposed he ought to ask his father. He'd know what was going on. 

 The funeral was amazing. Gideon had never seen so many people in his father's church. Cars filled the 

parking lot, they were lined up down the street in both directions for as far as you could see. People of all kinds 

made their way into the church - young and old and dressed up and not, some people smiling, some people 

crying, people hugging one another, shaking their heads, people signing their names in a book, people 

carrying food dishes to the church kitchen... It didn't take long for the church to completely fill up all of it's pews 

and people started gathering around the edges, standing in the side aisles and craning their necks looking for 

friends or people they knew, everyone talking. It seemed almost like a huge party. Gideon saw one pew filled 

with Melissa's school friends. Dozens of others were scattered all over the place. Apparently a lot of people 

liked Melissa - who would have thought?   

 When there wasn't another inch for people to get in, they didn't. They stayed outside in groups. Gideon 

knew they wouldn't be able to see or hear anything, but they stayed anyway. He felt sorry for his father. It 

seemed he had to greet all those people and smile and thank them for coming. He didn't think it was even 

possible to get to everyone. 

 The funeral was on a Thursday. Gideon's father didn't conduct services that next Sunday. He stayed 

home with his wife, Mary, and his son, Gideon. He seemed - THEY seemed - so sad. And it was incredibly 

quiet without Melissa in the house, even though she usually stayed shut up in her room and wasn't around 

anyway. The sun was shining but it didn't seem bright. The birds were singing but it didn't seem beautiful. It 

was Sunday morning and they weren't in church. It was a very strange thing. 

 On Monday morning Gideon's father got up as usual went across the lawn to the church as he had 

every morning for as long as Gideon could remember. It seemed so normal, yet he knew the world had 

changed completely. His mother wasn't up yet. She seemed to be doing an awful lot of sleeping lately. Gideon 



decided it was time to get some answers and nobody he knew had more or better answers than his dad. So 

out the door he went and over to the church. 

 When he got there the church was so quiet. He couldn't help but to think of the contrast between now 

and a few days ago. One jam packed with people and noisy and one so quiet and still that you could  hear 

yourself breath. He went down the hallway to his father's study (that's what minister's call their offices - he 

wasn't quite sure why). The door was a bit ajar and he looked through the crack and saw his father sitting at 

his desk, staring into space. That wasn't terribly unusual, he had seen his father in that kind of trance-like state 

often. He said he was thinking. Gideon cleared his throat so his father would know he was there. His dad 

looked his way and smiled. "Come on in, Gideon. What are you doing up and out so early on a summer 

morning?" 

 "I woke up." was Gideon's explanation. 

 "So you did. What brings you to my place of business? You getting married? You have a baby to be 

baptized? I know, you want to volunteer to teach a Sunday School class." 

 "Oh, dad. You know I don't need any of that." 

 "So what you been thinking, Gideon? I know a lot has been going on around here for the past week or 

so. It's probably been a bit overwhelming for you, hasn't it?" 

 "I guess so. It's OK.... But I've got a question about Melissa's accident." He could see his father's eyes 

begin to tear up. "As soon as it happened, mom seemed so mad at God. What did God have to do with it?" 

 "Well, Gideon, people who believe in God think God pretty much has everything to do with everything. 

God is the one who made everything there is and God is the one who keeps everything running. God is like 

the... like the boss. Nothing ever happens in this entire world without God having His hand in it in one way or 

another. Some people think that means he is able to control everything so when bad things happen, they 

believe God did it." 

 "Is that true?" asked Gideon with wide eyes. 

 "Yes, it is, and no, it isn't," his father said. "God did make everything and God is in control of everything 

- in fact, God knows everything that is going to happen before it happens, but that's not the same thing as 

making everything happen. One of the most wonderful things about God is that He is flexible. The Bible 

teaches us that no matter what happens, God is able to adjust things so that it all works out in the end - at least 

in the long haul - not necessarily as we can see it." 

 Gideon knew his father probably understood what he was saying, but it didn't make much sense to a 

ten year old. "It's like this," his father continued. "Suppose you write a play and it has ten characters in it and 

every character has his part to play and knows what he is supposed to say and do. But when the play is 

performed, the actors can actually do pretty much what they want. They can be upstage or downstage or they 

can skip lines or add words, they can ham it up to make people laugh where you never thought there was a 

funny line. They can ad lib parts if they forget what they are supposed to say. But in the end, the audience 

always goes away knowing how the play started, what went on and how it ended - that was all in the script. 

The actors did what the author wrote for them to do even though they tended to do their own thing. In the end, 

the story was told. I think that is how God works. He wrote the play. We act it out in our own way, but 

ultimately, God's story has the same conclusion." 

 "So why is mom so mad at God?" 



 "Because, sometimes the actors mess up badly - like that drunk driver - and everybody knows that the 

playwright COULD yell out, 'Cut!' and stop the play and not allow that actor to do what he did, but God didn't. 

She thinks He should have." 

 "Should he have?" 

 "I wish He had. I don't know... I wish he had." 

 Gideon left his father's study that day convinced that he was right. His dad knew just about everything. 

He thought maybe he ought to ask God himself. So he went into the sanctuary, where he knew God lived, and 

did: "God - you there? I've got a big question for you. Why did you let Melissa die? Why didn't you stop that 

drunk man? Why didn't you yel 'cut!' and make him stop?" And as quiet as the church had been that morning 

when he came in, the silence that followed Gideon's question was even more profound. There was no sound - 

no answer. In all the universe, it seemed, God was silent. 

 When Gideon got home, his mother was up. "Good morning, Gideon. You were out early. What's up?" 

 "I just went over to the church to talk to dad." 

 "About what?" 

 "About you, mostly." 

 "Me?" 

 "I asked dad why you were mad at God." 

 "You could have just asked me," she said. 

 "I know. But I didn't want you to get mad at me." 

 "Gideon, you can always come to me and we can talk about anything. I will not get mad at you. I 

promise." 

 "So, why are you mad at God?" 

 "I've given up believing in God. I don't think the God your father talks about actually exists. He tells 

people that God is good and loving and kind and caring and all of these other great qualities and, if such a God 

existed, that would be wonderful. But God has hurt me deeply. Well, not me specifically. God has hurt people I 

love and hurt them badly - he's killed them. I can't forgive Him for that." 

 "But the drunk man ran Melissa off the road, not God." 

 "But God should have - could have - stopped it... and didn't." 

 Gideon was hearing some pretty heavy things for a ten year old. He didn't know what to think. Why 

DIDN'T God save Melissa if he could have? The phone rang. It was Tommy asking if he could go with him to 

the park and hang out. He said he could (mom was always up for getting him out of the house on beautiful 

summer days - he didn't even have to ask her). He hopped on his bike and pedaled to Palmer Park just down 

the street. He saw Tommy coming from the opposite direction. When Tommy got to Gideon he turned his 

wheel sharply to the left and made the bicycle skid to a stop in the loose gravel right at Gideon's bicycle. 

 Together they dropped their respective bikes onto the grass and headed for the climbing structures. 

Just as they got there, Tommy said, "Mr. Gideon, I am so sorry for Melissa's death." Gideon recognized that 

Tommy's voice was God's. He had never thought that God would be ten with torn jeans and dirty tennis shoes 



and a runny nose. "Mr. Gideon, I wept when it happened. My heart hurts to think of what it has done to your 

mother. She will one day understand." 

 "So what is the answer? Why did Melissa die? Why didn't you stop it?" 

 "I don't answer questions, Gideon. I've tried over the course of human history, but it has never worked 

out very well. People don't like my answers. So I don't answer any more. I much prefer asking the questions." 

 "So why did you let Melissa die?" Gideon asked again, as only a ten year old can - not taking "no 

answer" for an answer. 

 "That is probably the most frequent question I get asked. Why someone dies - why a tragedy happens - 

why there are so many bad and seemingly unregulated things in the world. I'm going to answer you, Gideon, 

but you won't like the answer any better than anyone else. It won't satisfy you, but it's the truth. My answer is a 

series of questions. If you can answer them, you will know. Here we go: Where were you when the earth was 

created? Where were you when the stars were formed? How far does outer space go - where is the end? How 

were the creatures of the sea made? What causes the sun to rise and set each day? What treasure is in the 

deepest sea? Where does lightening come from? Who is in charge of the rain? Who gives wisdom and 

understanding? What causes the eagle take flight or the birds to migrate? These are my questions for you, 

Gideon. Can you answer them?" 

 "No. I'm not even sure what they all mean. I'm ten." 

 "Exactly. But you know the answers as well as the smartest person on earth. You don't know them at 

all. Yet I know the answers and I know you cannot. Nor can anyone else." 

 Tommy calls out, "Gideon - you jump on that swing and I'll get on this one and let's see who can go 

higher fastest." And the two ten year olds swung and then climbed and then ran and got terribly dirty before 

heading home for lunch. 


