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The Gospel Is Not Always What You Think &��"�'(������
����� �

In a sermon from July 1, 2001 
entitled “Arguing about the After-
life,” Dr. Timothy Keller of Re-
deemer Presbyterian Church in 
Manhattan, New York, spoke 
about the nature of the gospel and 
how the religious leaders of Jesus’ 
day did not understand it. Preach-
ing from Matthew 22:23-33, Dr. 
Keller spoke about how the Sad-
ducees and Pharisees came at Je-
sus from two different angles but 
both missed the point of Jesus’ 
message.  

The Sadducees’ approach to 
the Hebrew Bible was highly lim-
ited. They only considered the first 
five books of Moses to be worthy 
of attention and didn’t consider 
Isaiah, Jeremiah or other key 
books of the Old Testament as au-
thoritative.  

In the midst of enjoying lives 
of educated aristocrats, they were 
above “blind faith” and didn’t be-
lieve in the resurrection or mira-
cles. They were more open-
minded, relativistic and “liberal” 
in their thinking.  

The Pharisees, on the other 
hand, were religious rule-keepers. 
They took the Old Testament 
scriptures very seriously, to the 
point of developing hundreds of 

laws that created a buffer from 
immorality. They were conserva-
tive, moral and dutiful in their 
religious traditions.  

The amazing thing about Je-
sus is that He angered both 
groups of religious leaders. 
When the Sadducees heard Him, 
He sounded to them like a con-
servative. When the Pharisees 
heard Him, He sounded like a 
liberal. But Jesus wasn’t a per-
fect tightrope walker between 
two polarized opposites. Jesus 
revealed to these religious lead-
ers that their perspectives were 
not nearly radical enough. 

On the one hand, the Saddu-
cees tended to downplay 
the im- portance 
of the m o r a l 
law. In a sense, 
their empha- sis was on a 
more rela- tivistic view 
of truth and a more inclu-
sive view of God. They did not 
believe in the wrath and judg-
ment of God.  

On the other hand, the Phari-
sees seemed to overemphasize 
the moral law, making it almost 
impossible to be an insider. Jesus 
showed them that they were both 
wrong. Jesus showed the Saddu-
cees that God was way more lov-
ing than they could have ever 
hoped, but He showed the Phari-
sees that it is way harder to live 
in accordance with the law than 
they ever imagined.  

Jesus’ life, message, death 
and resurrection demonstrate to 
us that the gospel is something 

completely different than the per-
ceived “extremes” of liberalism or 
conservatism. When the Saddu-
cees heard Jesus, they thought they 
were hearing a Pharisee, and when 
the Pharisees heard Jesus, they 
thought they were hearing a Sad-
ducee.  

But Jesus is more extreme than 
either of these polarities at the 
same time. His love is more abun-
dant and extreme than the Saddu-
cees had in mind and His right-
eousness is more demanding than 
the Pharisees could bear.  

Whether we tend to be a peo-
ple who resonate with God’s 
promises of justice, mercy and 
kindness to the poor or His words 
of judgment, righteousness and 
moral standards for individuals, 
we must recognize that He is more 
than both at the same time. The 
nuclear reaction of the gospel of 
Jesus Christ is that, although we 
were sinners, Christ died for us 
(Romans 5:8) and that He has 
come to bring good news to the 
poor, outcast and prisoner. “What 
does this have to do with the after-
life?” you might ask. You’ll just 
have to listen to the sermon. Go to 
www.redeemer.com and go to the 
sermon store. Let me know what 
you think. 
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Good Grief, Good Mourning &��"�'(�)�
��"�������
Being with our congregation in 

the weeks since Jamie’s passing 
has been both a privilege and an 
education. One thing has come 
through loud and clear, and that is 
the way each person’s experience 
and processing of grief is unique. 

 It’s true that people are report-
ing some experiences in common 
— fatigue is a theme I’m hearing 
frequently. And it sounds as 
though some people are processing 
in similar ways. But we’re still, 
each one, in a slightly different 
place. As we grieve together and 
mourn our loss, we’ll need some 
resources to help in all the ways 
and places we find ourselves.  

 I am convinced that the vast 
majority of our grieving and 
mourning will happen in the 
course of unstructured time with 
one another. It is natural and 
healthy that we turn to those clos-
est to us. Our families and close 
friends, especially others who 
share the same loss we are griev-
ing, are God’s good gift to us.  

And we may move outward 
from there, to others whom we 
feel are trustworthy. The elders, 
deacons, pastors and other staff 
members are ready and willing to 
lend an ear, or a hand, if there’s 
something we can do to help you 

in your processing. God has 
equipped the body of Christ to 
minister to one another, and we 
are “bearing one another’s bur-
dens” when we listen, share sto-
ries, and “talk Jamie” together.  

     Some will need the assis-
tance of counselors or thera-
pists who can come along-
side with specific training 
and experience.  If you think 
that you may be one who 
needs such help, please 
reach out for it. We have a 
number of mental-health 
professionals in our congre-
gation who will do their best 
to help connect you to ap-
propriate care.  

There are some other re-
sources that we know of and 
would like to point you to-
ward. First, over a period of 
time, we will offer a variety 
of classes related to grief 
processing during the educa-
tion hour.  

Please keep your eye on 
what’s happening in Room 
102; come in and take advan-
tage of whatever seems helpful 
to you. If a book would help, Dr. 
Chris Rosik has recommended 
Good Mourning, Gett ing 
Through Your Grief, by Alan 
Hugh Cole, Jr. I purchased a 
copy, and am finding it readable, 

comprehensive and helpful. There 
are other resources available. 
We’d like to share them with you.  

Because of the nature of griev-
ing in such a large group of peo-
ple, we’ll be moving at a measured 
pace. The only way for a big group 
to stay together is to move more 
slowly, or more quickly, than 
some would be comfortable with.   

We want to offer opportunities 
that will be most helpful. You can 
help us by letting us know what 
you think might be helpful to you 
or your friends. Do you need more 
opportunities for prayer? A better 
understanding of what scripture 
says concerning grieving? Would 
it be helpful to have more informa-
tion about depression or some 
other mental-health issue? Do you 
need some one-on-one time with 
someone, or a small group that 
meets several times?  

We know the needs will 
change with time, but want to 
meet you where you are now.  We 
are on a journey together, one that 
will carry us down a long road.  

The Lord is with us and will 
guide us as we rely on Him, and as 
we reach out to one another to 
give and receive the love of Christ. 
The first step is to acknowledge 
our grief to each other; the rest 
will come as we walk together. 
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A phrase caught my eye re-
cently in a little book I keep in my 
office. It is titled Kids Say the Cut-
est Things About Love, by Dandi 
Daley Mackall. Mackall compiled 
the thoughts of 4-8 year olds 
throughout our nation on the sub-
ject of love. In answer to the ques-
tion, “What is love?” one child 
responded, “It’s kind of like ‘like’ 
but with capital letters, L-O-V-E.” 

I have been reflecting on that 
phrase and I wonder what capital-
letter love looks like. That ques-
tion sends me back to my little 
book to glean from the simple yet 
profound insights of children. 
Here are some of the things I have 
learned. “Love is what makes you 
smile ... It’s that first feeling you 
feel before all the bad stuff gets in 
the way … It’s very warm and 
soft, without pointy edges … Love 
always feels like forever.” And 
from one sage little mind, “You’re 
going to have to ask my mom be-
cause she really knows a lot about 
it.” 

These children also hit it right 
on when asked where love comes 
from. “God made it up from noth-
ing … Love comes from people’s 
hearts, but God made hearts.” God 
is the source of capital-letter love 
because He is love (1 John 4:16). 
Oh how that calms our hearts and 
gives us hope!   

This Lenten season we have 
chosen to meditate upon and 
maybe even memorize Paul’s 
beautiful prayer for the church in 
Ephesians 3:14-21. We had no 
idea when we began how much 
we as a church family would 
need these words, but God knew, 
and His Spirit impressed them 
upon your church staff.  

The loss of our Jamie has 
catapulted us out of comfortable, 
small-letter love for God and for 
one another, hasn’t it? We are in 
a great state of hunger and thirst 
for righteousness, and have a 
desperate need to lean into God 
in new and deeper ways. How 
comforting it is to have the pic-
ture of God’s love described in 
Ephesians 3:18, so wide and 
long, so deep and high that 
“knowing” this love surpasses all 
knowledge  (verse 19).  

This, my brothers and sisters 
is capital-letter LOVE and we 
pray for one another that out of 
His glorious riches we will be 
rooted and established in it. We 
also pray that we will grasp the 
unstoppable extent of it, until we 
will all know it experientially.  

All this  is in order that we 
may be filled to the measure of 
all the fullness of God! When 
one child was asked to describe 
love, he answered, “Love is so, 
so big you can go to the base-
ment … to the attic … or out-
side your house and IT’S 
STILL THERE!”  

There was a child born in a 
village in England in 1834 
who loved poetry and music. 
As an adult he became a mer-
chant in London. His name 
was Samuel Trevor Francis 
and in a time of deep sadness 

and loneliness, he wrote these 
words;  

O the deep, deep love of 
Jesus, vast, unmeasured, 
boundless, free, 
Rolling as a mighty ocean, 
in its fullness over me, 
Underneath me, all around 
me is the current of Thy 
love, 
Leading onward, leading 
homeward to Thy glorious 
rest above. 
On a cold, winter night, his 

faith wavering, he walked the 
streets of London. As he crossed a 
bridge and looked down upon the 
churning waters below, he had a 
choice. He could focus on the tur-
moil in his heart or he could listen 
for the whisper of God in his soul. 
He chose to hear God’s reassuring 
words and wrote this hymn as a 
response.  

I face that same choice today 
— to focus on my inner turmoil or 
let myself be swept into the un-
stoppable love of Jesus. I keep 
hearing that old children’s song, 
“Deep and wide, deep and wide, 
there’s a fountain flowing deep 
and wide.” These are simple lyrics 
that remind us over and over that 
nothing can ever separate us from 
the love of God that is in Christ 
Jesus. Hallelujah! Sing it with me, 
“hmmmm and wide … ”   

Deep and Wide By Marcie York 
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Deacons’ Corner &��"�����*������
Verla Peterson has been a member of  First Presbyterian 

Church since November of 1972. She was born in Fresno in 1911 
and attended local schools, including Fresno Technical High 
School and Four C’s Commercial College.  

She was a secretary for an insurance and real estate company 
and later an advertising agency. Verla kept her maiden name of 
Peterson when she married Roy Peterson in 1939. They had one 
son, Roger. Verla was active in the First Presbyterian Women’s 
Association and also was a volunteer receptionist in the church of-
fice.  

Verla and Roy were both only children so theirs was a small 
family. She lives at the Fig Garden Retirement Residence. She 
credits her long life to keeping good habits. 

One Morning in My Mourning &��*�����+����
��
whoever lives and believes in Me 
will never die.”  

I could almost hear his voice 
and it both comforted and dis-
turbed me. I needed to read these 
words, so I looked them up in the 
gospel of John and was reminded 
that they are the words that Jesus 
spoke to Martha when He first 
saw her after her brother, Laza-
rus, had died. Of course.  

Martha says to Jesus, "Lord, 
if you had been here, my brother 
would not have died.”  

I re-read the whole story and 
found that like Martha and Mary 
I wanted to say, “Lord, if you 
had been there, our brother 
would not have died.” And I took 
great comfort in noticing that 
Jesus responded in two amazing 

ways to that same comment from 
each sister as they expressed their 
sorrow and grief.  

To Martha, Jesus speaks a pro-
found truth, a truth that is hard at 
times to wrap our minds around, “I 
am the resurrection and the life. 
He who believes in Me will live, 
even though he dies; and whoever 
lives and believes in Me will never 
die. Do you believe this?" (John 
11:25-26) 

And with Mary, He weeps. 
“When Jesus saw her weeping, 
and the Jews who had come along 
with her also weeping, He was 
deeply moved in spirit and trou-
bled … Jesus wept.” (John 
11:33,35) 

Jesus wept with those who 
wept. And Jesus also spoke deep 
truth into that situation, asking a 
mourning sister to seek to see be-
yond this life into the next, for at 
least a moment, and to keep be-
lieving in it.  

Jesus was not put off by the “if 
only” cries of Martha’s and 
Mary’s grieving hearts. He’s not 
put off by mine or yours either. He 
can and will speak words of truth 
to us while we grieve. (Oh, Lord, 
give us ears to hear that truth.) He 
also can and will be with us in our 
weeping, and will weep with us.  

 

One of the most difficult 
“firsts” for me those first days af-
ter Jamie’s death was our staff 
prayer time. Jamie initiated it early 
in his time here — an hour of 
prayer together as a staff three 
mornings a week. Somewhere 
along the way it got expanded to 
an hour and fifteen minutes. This 
was such a “Jamie thing” and he 
was now not rejoining us in it as 
we all had hoped and prayed.  

I came that first Tuesday 
morning to the prayer room in the 
Sanctuary with a heavy heart and a 
pit in my stomach, knowing it 
would be good to be together, but 
also feeling the weight of the loss 
and hesitating to feel the pain of 
this first staff prayer meeting.  

And we prayed, with and for 
one another and for all of you. 
Somewhere in that hour and fif-
teen minutes I found myself re-
membering so many memorial ser-
vices where Jamie walked up the 
center aisle to the chancel reciting 
these words:  

“I am the resurrection and the 
life. He who believes in Me will 
live, even though he dies; and 

����������

���

�������
�������� �(�#�

:+����!!&�2�



������
���
��������
 �
�

The deadline for the May Chal-
lenger is Friday, April 23 at 5 p.m. 
Please contact Daphne Saul by call-
ing 252-4064, or e-mail her  at 
daphne4926@sbcglobal.net. You 
may also leave articles in the news-
letter box in the church office. 

 
 The deadline for “A Place for 

You” is each Monday at 5 p.m. 
Please submit announcements to: 
Cheryl Eaker at 485-6460 or 
staff@fpcfresno.org and put Cheryl 
Eaker’s name in the subject box. 
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