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How to be a church in three Lessons -- Bill Skubi 
 
The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; 
those who lived in a land of deep darkness-- on them light has shined. – Isaiah 9:2 
This must be a really important scripture because in is quoted in both our old testament and new gospel 
lessons today. 
 
Recently the Communications committee was working on the new web site and Brad Portin was 
teaching me about “Call out“ sentences. Call outs are short sections of text that encapsulate the idea or 
meaning of a longer section of text – that if you are lucky becomes the only thing you remember from a 
website or sermon. 
 
The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who lived in a land of deep darkness-- 
on them light has shined. 
What a great call out, that’s it - remember that and you can relax for the rest of the sermon! 
That’s what I love about our church, everybody pitches in. Teachers teach, musicians play great music, 
and cooks prepare good things to eat, we help each other in a thousand different ways. 
Today we are blessed with the contemplation of three excellent Scriptures, Scriptures I would call “How 
to be a church.” 
 
The first lesson from Isaiah is “Be Ready Learn a New Way.” It is a commonplace for people who live 
outside a church to think that Church is place or building you go to one a week to be told what to do and 
what not to do. WRONG. 
 
A Church is a group of people who gather in hopes of being led by the Holy Spirit of God in totally 
surprising ways. People of all ages on their feet eyes gaping wide in wonder, that’s how you know you 
are doing church right. 
 
Remember one of Rev. Jenny’s first sermons when she challenged us, Are You Ready? 
Or as Mississippi Fred McDowell would sing, “When the Lord gets ready you go to move.” People 
huddling in darkness don’t usually do a lot of moving, but when the lights go on why would you want to 
keep standing in the same old place. 
 
I especially like the New international Version translation of Isaiah as it speaks in the present tense. The 
people walking in darkness have seen a great light; on those living in the land of the shadow of death, a 
light has dawned. 
 
“And it goes on”3 You have enlarged the nation and increased its joy. The people rejoice before You as 
they rejoice at harvest time, as men rejoice in dividing the plunder. 
 
What! As men rejoice in dividing plunder. Whoa, Isaiah, I think you might want a do over on that one. 
Let’s see, let’s think of the greatest possible joy a man can feel to compare with God made flesh coming 
to live among us and best you can come up with is “as men rejoice dividing plunder.” That really is some 
of the worst scripture I’ve ever heard, not that it may not say something very true about men, but it’s 
not at all how we want to introduce Jesus the Christ to the human family. 
 



This is a very interesting problem! What to we do when some of the most sublimely beautiful lines of 
scripture are immediately followed by some of the ugliest? 
First, we can acknowledge that when Isaiah wrote this 2700 years ago he is relaying an accurate cultural 
artifact from 720 BC. 
 
Secondly, we can assume that when our creator purposed to announce his coming, God would expunge 
the reference to mankind’s penchant for violence and larceny. 
And I have proof of this, too! When God inspired the chronicler Matthew to use this passage from Isaiah 
to introduce us to Jesus at the sea of Galilee, God also inspired him to drop the bit about plunder. 
How perfectly awful that, now starting our third millennium since the Incarnation of Jesus we still seem 
to be addicted to the smiting and the violence of the old testament. How seldom we consider that the 
new testament that gave us the new contract reports only one single instance when a follower of Jesus 
resorts to violence. It is to defend his master when he is being arrested and Jesus’ response is to rebuke 
his follower and heal his attacker. 
 
The nature of our changed dispensation following the Cross should have been crystal clear, but 2000 
years later has our thinking really been redeemed. Especially when we stop to consider that all of us 
who live on Whidbey Island lay titled claim to land that was plundered from indigenous people a few 
short generations ago, it is time we woke up and really studied the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
In this Martin Luther King Week Matthew tells it like it is: 
“When Jesus heard John had been arrested for making “good trouble.” He withdrew to Galilee . . . 
As he walked by the Sea of Galilee, he saw two Brothers, Simon, who is called Peter and Andrew . . . 
Jesus acknowledged exactly who and where they were. And extended a challenge: 
“Follow me and I will make you fish for people” 
 
This point of the narrative should be especially important to people new to church. 
“I’m new, how soon can I expect results?” would be a reasonable question. 
The gospels tell us that living and learning with Jesus during a relatively brief ministry (less than 3 years) 
people who followed him were told by him on the night he was betrayed that he no longer considered 
them disciples or servants, but friends. This bonding of our god with us is what we celebrate with 
thanksgiving every Sunday in holy communion. 
 
I can only speak for myself but it was deeply meaningful when I first partook of it at age 12 and I 
discover deeper meaning as I age and purpose to serve in new ways. 
Paul tells us: . . . the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are 
being saved it is the power of God. 
What is the message of the Cross? Standing before the cross of Christ is the one place I find no 
difference between me and any other sister or brother in Christ, Fundamentalist, Orthodox or Roman 
Catholic. We all understand that through his compassion and suffering on the cross Jesus atoned for the 
sins of the whole world. Foolishness by any objective criteria, the Power of God to those who 
acknowledge their salvation by the grace of God. 
 
So, Reverend Jenny “Are you Ready?” 
Now I am Ready to Move off Vestry and by necessity out of the people’s warden position. 
You know when Frank and Canon Joan asked me if I would consider being Junior Warden I said no. 
You see I had been Junior Warden years before and I never wanted that miserable job again. 
But having read on the National Episcopal website that in some parishes Junior wardens were called 
Peoples Wardens I told them I was willing to have that job. 



Same duties but in service of the people, not in service of building or an institution. And it is an 
important difference BECAUSE: you can have a church without a building or institution, but you cannot 
have a church without people. 
Always tempting to return to old practices I know, but I really hope this church (that means you and me) 
retains Rector’s Warden and Peoples Warden’s as we move forward. 
 
This is our annual meeting day so I would like to shout my gratitude to all of you present and watching 
at Home. 
 
By the grace of God we have all persevered through the pandemic and through the three year process of 
calling a new pastor; every one of you have contributed extra measures of your spirit inspired by god’s 
holy spirit. Thank you for your steadfastness. 
 
And looking out I see new young faces, and most wondrous of all the very new infant faces. Our gospel 
passage today tells us what Jesus said to Peter and Andrew when he first encountered them. New 
encounters with Jesus continue to this day, whether your faith is newly kindled, or is burning brightly or 
needs a friendly gentle breath to raise the spark again we are dedicated to accompanying you and 
support you on your journey. We are so glad you have found yourself at St. Augustine’s in the Woods. 
The Woods is such an apt metaphor for the living creation of God, some trees stand tall, some lean, 
some lay shattered on the forest floor and nurse new life out of their remains. And trees are the least 
part of the woods, understory berries provide sweetness, ferns, moss and lichen and fungus do hardly 
noticed, but really important work. The wind, birds and insects provide the music and small furry 
creatures from deer to shrew all have their part to play. 
 
Listen! 
Greenways - A villanelle by Bill Skubi 
The forest waits as if the wind were grace 
To carry forth a purpose unintended 
Where every root and branch have found their place 
The owl glides silently apace 
Its soundless swoop suspended. 
The forest waits as if the wind were grace 
Gaze through its canopy’s dark lace 
The dappled hues of green, brown, blue are blended 
Where every root and branch have found their place 
A primal force directs and forest sways. 
A symphony sublimely unattended 
The forest waits as if the wind were grace. 
Its own best audience, of time and space 
From sky to forest floor of sound descended 
Where every root and branch have found their place 
Conducted by a hand unseen but splendid. 
Experience itself is here transcended! 
The forest waits as if the wind were grace 
Where every root and branch have found their place. -Amen 
 


