
 1 

“Making the Right Moves” 

 

A sermon by Dr. David B. Jones 

On the occasion of his retirement 

 

Decatur First United Methodist Church 

May 21, 2017 

 

 

Scripture Reading: Ephesians 3:7-20 

  

Calvin Coolidge, the 30
th
 President of the United States, was a man of so few words he earned the nickname “Silent Cal.”  

On one occasion Coolidge was traveling from Washington D.C. to Nebraska to deliver a speech at a convention.  Along the 

way the train made a number of stops to take on coal and water.  One of those stops was in the little town of Vincennes, 

Indiana.   

 

The President’s train pulled into Union Station at 1:05 in the afternoon.  The stop had been publicized, and the chance to see 

the President and perhaps hear him make a few remarks brought out a crowd of a couple of thousand people.    

 

Edward Starling, the head of the President’s Secret Service detail, went to Coolidge’s private train car and told him about the 

crowd.  The President and his wife walked back to the train’s rear platform.  When the Coolidges emerged, the crowd 

cheered.   

 

Starling says, “This was too much for the mayor, who apparently had arranged the reception.  Stepping up on one of the 

rails he shouted, ‘Now you folks keep quiet.  I want absolute silence.  The President is going to address us.’”  The crowd 

grew silent.  The mayor turned to Coolidge and said, “All right, Mr. President, you may speak now.” 

 

Just then there was a hiss of air as the engineer released the brakes.  The train began to roll out of the station.  The 

President, still smiling, raised his hand to the crowd and said, “Goodbye.”
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~~~ 

The better part of wisdom today might be for me to emulate Silent Cal.  The train is pulling out of the station, and if I 

haven’t gotten the message across by now, it’s probably too late for me to do anything about it!  But it’s difficult for most of 

us pastors to come to a conclusion.  All the more so when you’re ending 43 years under appointment as I am.  There’s a 

strong desire to sum up how I feel, what I believe, and leave some word of lasting value. 

 

If I could say only one thing this morning it would be what my mother taught me to say when it’s time to go: “Thank you for 

having me.”  This church has been on this corner for nearly 200 years. My great-grandfather and grandmother were 

members here.  My parents and my mother’s parents were married here.  My father was the pastor here and at 91 he’s still 

listed as “Bishop in Residence.”  

  

This is the church of my sister and her family, my brother and his family, my son and his family.  I grew up here as a 

teenager.  And on a Sunday morning when I was home from college, I made my way from the choir loft to the communion 

rail and said, “Here I am Lord, send me” -  never imagining that one day I’d be sent here to be the pastor. 

 

It hasn’t always been easy here.  But it has always been a privilege.  So I thank you.  

~~~ 

Thank you for listening to me Sunday after Sunday.  Some of you have had reasons to disagree with me about theology or 

strategy.  But if you haven’t seen in me some evidence of the faith preached by me, then one of us has failed miserably. 

 

Thank you for allowing me into your lives at the critical moments of birth and baptism; marriage and death; joy and 

celebration; sickness and despair.  There is no greater honor than that, and there’s not anything quite like it in any other 

vocation. 

 

Thank you for your love and prayers, which we have needed, and which have blessed us, especially during dad’s journey into 

dementia, when my mother was diagnosed with cancer, and when she died 17 days later. 
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I want to thank those of you who believe we worship a loving God who does not turn anyone away and will not let any of us 

go.  So you work hard to make that a reality in our church, our community, our denomination. 

 

I attended my first General Conference of the United Methodist Church in 1972, here in Atlanta at the old Civic Center.  

Dad’s always known somebody who can get him or anyone else into just about anything.  He persuaded the president of 

Birmingham-Southern College to let me leave school for two weeks so I could work as the assistant to the general director of 

the conference.  He’d arranged that, too. 

 

So I was there in 1972 when the issue of sexual orientation was first discussed, voted on, and entered into our Book of 

Discipline.  Across all of the years of my ministry our denomination has been wrestling with this issue.  I’ve preached 

about hospitality and inclusiveness more times than I can count, and you may have read between the lines and figured out 

where I stand.  But in the words of the great southern journalist Ralph McGill, “There comes a time in all controversies 

when one must hit the issue right on the nose or turn tail and die a little.” 

 

It grieves my heart to the point of breaking that for more than four decades one of the greatest denominations the world has 

ever seen has spent so much of its time, so much of its energy, so many of its spiritual and financial resources fighting over 

an issue which I personally think does not strike at the heart of the Gospel.   

 

I went as a delegate to the 2012 General Conference in Tampa eight weeks after I’d had open heart surgery.  It wasn’t the 

smartest decision I’ve ever made.  But I wanted to cast my vote for at least saying we do not all agree on this matter.  But 

we couldn’t even get that far. 

 

It grieves my heart that so many people in the world who have been suffering and need relief; who have been desperate and 

need hope; who have been alone and need a place that feels like home; who, whether they know it or not, have needed to 

experience the grace of God and the love of Jesus Christ whatever their sexual orientation, have been put off and have turned 

away from the Church because we keep fighting over this to the point of talking about schism in the church.  You may be 

less inclined to shake my hand at the reception.  But for God’s sake, people, let’s get beyond this. 

 

I want to thank those of you who’ve accepted the reality that the glory days of the 60's and 70's aren’t coming back for this 

church or any other church.  Tuesday night our new bishop was here, speaking with people from dozens of churches in our 

district.  When someone asked “How can we get our churches to grow?” she said, “Most churches are going to shrink even 

more before they grow again as we learn how to do church a new way.”    

 

Then someone asked, “If Jesus could only say one thing to our churches, what do you think he would say?”  Without 

hesitation Bishop Sue said, “Crack it open!  Crack open your buildings, your traditions, your hearts, your doors.”  If you 

doubt that, let me remind you that Jesus said, “You can’t put new wine into old wineskins.  It will destroy both of them.” 

 

I want to thank those of you - not everybody did – but those of you who have helped us make some tough decisions about 

doing things new ways in this church, even when making those decisions was hard for you personally and put a strain on 

some of your relationships with friends in the church and the community.  You have done it because you know that, in 

Charles Wesley’s words, our calling is “to serve the present age.” 

 

I want to thank Shannon and Clancy for being here and giving me the privilege of baptizing Louisa.  When we came back to 

the Atlanta area after eight years in Augusta, Shannon had just graduated from high school.  She earned a degree in history 

from Agnes Scott, met and married Clancy, got a PhD in political science from Georgia State University.  Now she and 

Clancy are both teachers in New Orleans.  

 

Cameron was still in high school when we came back to Atlanta.  He made the move for his dad’s sake, leaving behind a 

group of buddies who are some of the finest young men I know.  The payoff is he met and married Brittany.  They’ve 

become leaders of this congregation in their own right.  They are part of one of the finest spiritual families I’ve seen in any 

congregation – the Kehillah class.  I hope others will discover what they know about how to be a spiritual family.  Cameron 

and Brittany also gave us our first grandchild, Eli, and Callie is due in July! 

~~~ 

As the son, grandson, and great-grandson of Methodist preachers, I learned early in life that following Jesus involves 

moving.  And you can’t move without leaving some things behind.  As someone has said, “Even Jesus had to learn to shut 

a few gates behind him.”   

 

When he started to preach, he shut the gate on his father’s carpenter’s shop and never went back.  More than once he shut 
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the gate on hostility he stirred up.  On one occasion his disciples asked Jesus if he wanted them to burn down a town where 

the people had been mean to him.  Jesus said, “Of course not!” and moved on.   

 

The hardest gate for him to shut may have been when he left behind the sea, the fishing boats, the hillsides, the campfires, the 

peaceful valleys in Galilee where shepherds grazed their flocks.  Jesus knew that chapter of life had come to an end.  The 

record says, “He made up his mind to go to Jerusalem.”  

 

After 43 years of being a pastor of churches I’ve made up my mind to shut the gate on this chapter of my life.  Which means 

it’s time for us to shut the gate on our pastoral relationship.  You and I will always be connected because of what we’ve 

experienced together.  And this is still my family’s church home, so Cathy and I will be around occasionally.  Dalton 

Rushing and I have talked about that.  He’s a devoted family man.  He knows I want to be more of a family man than I’ve 

sometimes been over the years.  He understands that. 

 

So you’ll see me around every now and then.  But after today, I’ll no longer be your pastor.  I can still be your friend, but 

not your pastor.  As a general rule, once we Methodist preachers shut that gate we don’t come back to conduct baptisms, 

weddings, funerals.  On those occasions when we do, the invitation needs to come through the pastor who followed us. 

 

A transition like this also involves shutting the gate on our disappointments.  A number of things we attempted here turned 

out well, but not everything.  Many relationships turned out to be wonderful, but some turned out to be impossible and a few 

of them just felt horrible.  Jesus had to come to terms with that, too.  If you think it’s been hard for me to come back to my 

home church, you ought to read what happened to Jesus when he went back to his home church! 

 

When the time was right Jesus said to his disciples, “In some towns things will go well, but not in every town.  Some people 

will welcome you, but not everyone.  Some folks will be overjoyed to hear what you say, but not all of them.  When that 

happens don’t brand yourself a failure.  Just shake the dust from your feet and move on.” 

~~~ 

Over the past 43 years I’ve preached the gospel of Jesus Christ more than 4,000 times.  Not everyone has been overjoyed to 

hear what I said, and in retrospect not everything I said was worth hearing.  But I can’t think of a higher calling, and 

retirement doesn’t end that.  I’ll still be an ordained minister, and I’ll still be a messenger of the gospel, albeit an imperfect 

one.   

 

In our text St. Paul calls himself “the very least of all the saints.”  In another letter he wrote, “Those of us who have this 

spiritual treasure are like clay pots with cracks in them.”  Paul knew the real treasure of God’s vineyard is the wine, not the 

bottle it’s delivered in!  Even in our finest hours we pastors are like the rest of you.  We have cracks in our character, flaws 

in our personality, feet of clay. 

 

A couple of nights ago I had trouble falling asleep.  So I said to myself, “Why don’t you pass the time by trying to pin down 

the worst decision you’ve made during your ministry.”  I couldn’t do it.  There were too many of them.  As for the best, 

that was easy.  It was the decision to ask Cathy to marry me.  Cathy is what the Romans called the sine qua non – the 

“without which, not,” “the indispensable factor” in my life.  God bless her for putting up with me all these years.  And God 

bless her for putting up with people who couldn’t put up with me! 

  

I’ve often wondered what ever gave me the right to be the pastor of any church.  One of my early models, Bishop Gerald 

Kennedy, who preached for a week here when I was a teenager, said, “I don’t think anyone deserves to be a minister.  I can 

only conclude that the ministry is a striking example of how God uses the weak things to confound the mighty, and the 

foolish things to shame the wise.”  Did you hear the echoes of Paul in that?  “I was made a minister by the working of 

God’s power.  To me, though I am the very least of all the saints, this grace was given.” 

 

As I take stock of my life at this turning point, I know I should be much better than I am.  But my life could have been much 

worse.  It is, as John Newton put it, the amazing grace of God that has gotten me this far.  And I am counting on that grace, 

which Cameron sang of this morning, to lead me home. 

 

As we make this transition, I urge you to remember that I’m not the only “cracked pot” in Methodism.  We’re all in need of 

the grace of God and forgiveness from each other.  That goes for me, Jason, Patrick, Dalton, Joya, and every member of this 

staff and congregation.  

 

Which is why, after writing about himself, Paul intercedes on behalf of the members of the church: “I kneel in prayer before 

the Father that you may grasp the breadth and length and height and depth of the love of Christ, though it is beyond 
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knowledge, and that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.” 

 

On this last Sunday together, let me remind you of the one sure, all-embracing reality.  The one thing that above all other 

things gives life meaning.  Scrawl it on the walls of your mind.  Jot it down and tape it to the door of your heart.  Send 

yourself a text and carry it in your cell phone if you need to. 

 

There is nothing you must do to make God start loving you.  God already does. 

 

There is nothing you can do to make God stop loving you.  Everything has been tried, and nothing has worked. 

 

There is nothing that can separate you from God’s love for you.  It will always be there.   

 

Paul knew that after you’ve said something as glorious as that, there’s nothing more to say.  So I’ll simply join him in his 

doxology:  “Now to him who by his power at work within us is able to do infinitely more than we ever dare ask or think, to 

him be glory in the Church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, forever and ever.  Amen!” 

 

 

                                                           
1.  Colonel Edmund W. Starling, head of the White House Secret Service Detail, in his book, “Starling of the White House” 


