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Exodus 34:29-32 and Luke 9:28-36  

Since they had stayed awake, they saw his glory. 

Arnolia United Methodist Church • Rev. James McSavaney 

The first thing I told you about myself was how, thirteen years ago now, I was sitting by myself 

on a convention center floor in St. Louis, praying to God for a direction for my life. I remember 

it clearly. I was on the verge of graduating college. In midwinter of 2006, my campus ministry, 

InterVarsity Christian Fellowship, had organized a convention for more than 19,600 college 

students to discover missions organizations and avenues into Christian leadership. By the end of 

the week, I had spoken with hundreds of missionary groups, surveyed a dozen seminaries, and 

was preached to by popular evangelical pastors like Rick Warren, who wrote A Purpose-Driven 

Life. But I felt like a purpose for my life – what I had hoped to find in that convention center in 

St. Louis – was as elusive as ever. I worried it might never be found.  

As I was sitting alone on that convention center floor at 4pm on a Friday, two days before my 

21st birthday, I was praying in frustration and resignation when, somehow, I finally realized I 

might not be an economist, or a math teacher, or a forest ranger, or a missionary. But I might be 

a pastor: I knew that I wanted to help people find meaning in God’s Word, and I wanted to invite 

them to become disciples of Jesus Christ, to find themselves wondering how they might make 

the world kinder, and to build a community of people from every background. I breathed deeply 

as I embraced that unexpected vocation, and a sense of peace washed over me.  

I found a seminary to train me, I found a church to call home, I grew leaps and bounds as a 

person because of my wife, Amy, and our son, Walker. And I found fulfillment serving in 

nonprofits and on church staffs. Since Sunday, July 1, I became the Pastor of Arnolia United 

Methodist Church. And I knew from the start that, deep down, this move to serve God at Arnolia 

is what I have anticipated for so long, and still I can't stop thinking about what will happen next. 

*** 

On that first Sunday with you, all I knew about you was your name – Arnolia – which itself is a 

compromise, a coming together, of two groups of people who formed the fledgling church in 

1910. One group wanted the congregation to take the name Arbutus, and another wanted to be 

named Magnolia. Instead of one group kicking out the other, you both gave up what you prized, 

so that you could stay together. You made something new, something special, in the process.  

*** 

I value unity over division, too, and have since my time in my college campus ministry. I loved 

that my small group in college brought together people from every background. It was special to 

see that kind of community develop. I thought everyone should belong, no matter who they 

loved. But my campus minister, in a decision that I now know was not pastoral to a college 

student, asked me to leave InterVarsity Christian Fellowship, two weeks before I was due to 

graduate, because she didn’t feel that this kind of welcome sent the right message to people. She 

didn’t feel, as I do, that God’s faith communities should embrace everyone, just as they are.  



It was a moment I can’t forget, being asked to step down from leadership, and to leave my 

Christian community, because she read the Scripture one way, and I read it another. I understand 

keenly the pain that division causes. I lost my faith that day, and it took two years – two years of 

serving the poor by volunteering at homeless shelters, two years of engaging critically in Biblical 

and theological studies, two years of immersing myself in seminary and congregational worship 

– two years for my faith to return.  

*** 

It’s ironic and poetic for me, that, this week, from the very same convention center, from the 

same floor where I had sensed my vocation thirteen years ago, there would come news about the 

same differences in reading of Scripture, which had led to my faith-shattering removal from my 

campus ministry. It’s not a surprise to me that this news is divisive in our greater faith 

community today, too. It’s also not a shock to me that the decisions reached in St. Louis have the 

potential to lead to my removal from ordained ministry one day.  

*** 

But it’s still painful and messy. The Christians who read Scripture in a way which precludes the 

full participation of members of the LGBTQ community in the life of the Church (keeping them 

from celebrating marriage covenants or serving as pastors fully as themselves), these 

conservative Christians are faithful people and care deeply about what they believe the Church 

should stand for. Many are from developing countries in the global south, some from contexts 

where it is a capital offence to be with a person of the same gender.  

That’s very different from most United Methodists in the US. Two-thirds of us across the 

country hold moderate or progressive attitudes. Many are vaguely welcoming of gay people in 

our congregations. Some are demonstrably so, with congregations hanging rainbow flags during 

Pride week in the summer. My previous appointment, Grace United Methodist Church, is 

currently draping them prominently between the columns of its Portico today, in a sign of 

solidarity, regardless of what the people out there may have declared this week.  

*** 

Out there, the world can be discouraging. I know that when I am dismayed, I want to hide away 

from it. I want to sleep it off.  

*** 

Some of you know that my son, Walker, has been sick since Monday. He’s on the mend today. 

But over this week, my wife and I have made sure to comfort him as he’s slept fitfully and 

struggled to rest. By Thursday night, I was well prepared to respond to whatever his need was. 

At 1am, I remember, I walked into his room to his cries and asked him, “Do you need water, 

Walker? Do you need milk? Do you need your fox blanket? Do you need your toy dog?”  

And through his stuffy nose and in an exasperated voice, Walker said to me: “Hold hand, Dad. 

Hold hand.”  



And so I did. On that fourth night of broken sleep, for an hour, I stood over his crib, reaching 

down to hold his hand. And I watched him fall asleep, clinging tightly to my fingers, every time 

waking if I tried to leave to go back to my own bed. I felt profoundly that night that what you 

need isn’t just nourishment and warmth; you also need company; you need reassurance. You 

need a hand to hold.  

I think that’s something God wants all of us to know. And it took staying awake for me to see it.   

*** 

The disciples in Jesus’ Gospel stayed awake too, and they saw something of the glory of God, 

God’s self-disclosure to them, in their teacher, Jesus Christ. They communed with God on that 

mountain top, because they stayed awake. They didn’t succumb to sleep. They didn’t give up on 

their praying because they felt it was worthless. They didn’t lose faith in their leader and walk 

away. They stayed awake, ready to see what would happen next.  

*** 

I love that your name is Arnolia. I love that it was the first thing I learned about you. But I want 

to celebrate what I’ve discovered about you in the 8 months since I joined you on July 1st of last 

year. I’ve learned you love to pack bags with food to give to children who go hungry on the 

weekends. I’ve learned you love to staff a thrift store, so that there are funds available to share 

with people in crisis. I’ve learned you love to support one another and visit one another when 

they are isolated and homebound. I’ve learned you love to see more people grow in faith and 

become disciples of Jesus Christ.  

I’ve learned you love to host an Easter Egg Hunt, Vacation Bible School, flea markets, a 

Halloween trunk-or-treat, and a Breakfast with Santa, so that people in the community know we 

are here. I’ve learned you love to care for this sacred place with dedication and pride. I’ve 

learned you are everything that a church can be and should be.  

That’s why I believe that no matter what happens out there in the world, ministry will continue 

here just as what Arnolia has been doing for years: Welcoming members from every 

background, and finding new and worthwhile ways to serve God in the world – by feeding the 

hungry, caring for the isolated, and forming disciples in faith. For that, I give thanks, and I’m 

ready to see what happens next. 

May the transforming grace of Jesus Christ help you to find thanksgiving and courage, too, today 

and always.  

Amen.  


