
God Chose You 
II Thessalonians 2:13-17; Psalm 145:1-5, 17-21 

 
Psalm 145:1-5, 17-21 
1I will extol you, my God and King, and bless your name forever and ever. 
2Every day I will bless you, and praise your name forever and ever. 
3Great is the LORD, and greatly to be praised; his greatness is unsearchable. 
4One generation shall laud your works to another,  
 and shall declare your mighty acts. 
5On the glorious splendor of your majesty, and on your wondrous works,  
 I will meditate. 
 
17The LORD is just in all his ways, and kind in all his doings. 
18The LORD is near to all who call on him, to all who call on him in truth. 
19He fulfills the desire of all who fear him;  
 he also hears their cry, and saves them. 
20The LORD watches over all who love him, but all the wicked he will destroy. 
21My mouth will speak the praise of the LORD,  
 and all flesh will bless his holy name forever and ever. 
 
II Thessalonians 2:13-17 
13But we must always give thanks to God for you, brothers and sisters beloved by 
the Lord, because God chose you as the first fruits for salvation through 
sanctification by the Spirit and through belief in the truth. 14For this purpose he 
called you through our proclamation of the good news, so that you may obtain the 
glory of our Lord Jesus Christ.  
 
15So then, brothers and sisters, stand firm and hold fast to the traditions that you 
were taught by us, either by word of mouth or by our letter. 
 
16Now may our Lord Jesus Christ himself and God our Father, who loved us and 
through grace gave us eternal comfort and good hope, 17comfort your hearts and 
strengthen them in every good work and word. 
 

The Sermon 
 
“Alone in a closed metal tube, 40,000 feet above land and miles from anyone you 
know. Surrounded by people who share your fate, but who do not acknowledge 
you. They, like you, sit facing forward in rows, focusing on their own discrete box 
of space. The cabin is dim and it hums; you look down at your folded hands in 



your lap, lit by a pool of light from above. There’s nothing to do: no email to 
check, no messages to send out… Is it such a stretch to imagine a commercial 
plane as one of the loneliest places in the modern world? Why is seat 27F on the 
6:35 from JFK to LAX the perfect place and time for a good cry?”i 
 
These are the words of a journalist named Elijah Wolfson who, in 2013, had an 
article published in The Atlantic magazine called, “Why We Cry on Planes.” 
Wolfson continues: 
 
“Recently, I sat with a few friends around a table in an apartment [in Brooklyn]. 
The conversation moved from travel to flying and then turned to tears.  
 
“‘I cried during Miss Congeniality,” my friend Connie said. [Miss Congeniality is 
kind of a silly comedy crime caper with Sandra Bullock. Connie said,] ‘I remember 
the whole time thinking “this is so embarrassing that people can see that I’m 
watching Miss Congeniality and crying.” But, there’s something about being on an 
airplane that makes me feel like it’s okay.’ 
 
“Immediately,” writes Elijah Wolfson, “everyone chimed in with their own 
versions of Connie’s experience. We all had some story of choking up while 
flipping through satellite TV, catching glimpses of sitcoms and insurance 
advertisements and breaking down.”  
 
I was interested to come across this article because there’s an episode from my 
extended family history that I’ve always found thought-provoking. My Great 
Uncle Bill, back in the mid-20th century, was from a side of the family who would 
rather chew on aluminum foil than show any hint of emotion.  
 
In his autumn years, Bill went through and, happily, recovered from a major health 
crisis that left one lingering aftereffect: from that time on, he could barely make it 
through even an average TV commercial without his eyes getting misty or, if it was 
particularly sentimental, just outright sobbing.  
 
Somehow, it just seemed perfect; it was like old Bill was taking one for the team. 
And by “team,” I mean all of the family relations who carried within them at least 
some of that trait of constant, supreme stoicism—always “put together;” never 
openly moved by anything; in command of our feelings; red-faced with 
embarrassment even if somebody else in the room said or did anything that bore  
any hint of emotion.  
 



And now he could barely make it through “My baloney has a first name; it’s O-S-
C-A-R…”  
 
Back to the article about crying on airplanes: Elijah Wolfson wrote, “There’s no 
scientific research on [it, but] it’s become quite clear that this experience isn’t 
limited to my small social group. In researching the subject, I’ve heard from 
mothers, young couples, sturdy middle-aged men, grandmothers, irony-obsessed 
millennials, and more; a 2011 segment on [a radio program called] This American 
Life showcased writer Brett Martin’s tearful breakdown on a plane during the end 
of the Reese Witherspoon vehicle Sweet Home Alabama.”ii 
 
You can still find that radio program online, and if you listen to it, you’ll hear that 
journalist tell his story and then he says,  
 
“I should say that Sweet Home Alabama is not a very good movie.  
 
“It’s actually a pretty terrible movie.  
 
“I have no particular attachment to Reese Witherspoon…  
 
“Also: this was the fourth time I had seen it.”iii  
 
Could it be that when, out of the blue, we find ourselves overcome in some way, 
it’s a kind of chaos that unfolds itself into our ordered, controlled lives, a chaos in 
which God invites us to let go of this pervasive desire we have for “command and 
control” over everything—including our emotions?  
 
Could it be that those moments are meant to remind us that a story is unfolding—
and we’re in it—that is far more expansive than we can measure or grasp or 
imagine?  
 
That story is the truth that you, and I, personally, were called into existence by the 
same Creator who made the universe, who is in this room right now, who has been 
watching over you and guiding you and cheering for you and crying with you 
every moment of your life.  
 
God made everything that exists. God made time. God made all fullness and all 
emptiness and watches over every inconceivably vast galaxy and every 
inexpressibly tiny atom.  
 



And in all of the possible lives that God could have called into being, God chose 
you. And of all the lives that God did call into being, you are among those who 
have been chosen to carry within you an awareness of the word of God.  
 
“We must always give thanks to God for you, brothers and sisters beloved by the 
Lord,” says the Second Letter to the Thessalonians, “because God chose you as the 
first fruits for salvation through sanctification by the Spirit and through belief in 
the truth. For this purpose, God called you through our proclamation of the good 
news, so that you may obtain the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ.”  
 
We are about to gather around the table that Jesus has prepared for us, and 
participate in one of the two rituals that the Reformed Churches call sacraments. 
Baptism is one; communion, or the Lord’s Supper, is the other. They were 
instituted by Jesus as attested in holy scripture. “Go and baptize all peoples in the 
name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit,” and whenever you eat this 
bread and drink this cup, “Do this in remembrance of me.” 
 
Frederick Buechner was once heard to say that he had attended a worshipful event 
that was slightly different than any he had previously seen, and while he couldn’t 
quite articulate exactly what had taken place, one thing of which he was sure was 
that “something holy happened.”iv  
 
Which, upon hearing it, struck me as a pretty good definition of a sacrament; in 
fact, it’s practically literal: sacra-, as in “sacred,” as in holy. Something holy 
happened.  
 
It’s also a pretty good definition because it’s connected to the first part of what 
Buechner said. If something holy is happening, there is by definition some holy 
mystery that is unfolding in a realm of inexpressible truths to which only the 
sacraments can give us access. Through communion, God reaches out to us from 
that holy mystery which exists beyond our five beautiful and wondrous but still 
inadequate senses, and puts bread and wine into our mouths, and a sense of the 
presence of Christ into our hearts— 
 
and, in doing so, binds us all together in ways that are beyond our will and our 
capabilities.  
 
Some of you will remember that in late March, 2015, my son was in the middle of 
a week of solo travels through Europe during a semester studying in Denmark, 
when he suffered a collapsed lung during a sequence of flights ending up in 



Brussels. He arrived in the evening after a painful flight and, knowing something 
was wrong, put his bags down at the hostel he had reserved and walked to the ER 
in the middle of the night, through a city he had never seen before, where English 
is a third or fourth language. When he got to the ER, they sent him, on foot, to 
another building several blocks away for x-rays. He went and looked for it and 
couldn’t find it, returned to the ER, and this time they drew him a map. So he set 
out again, and this time, he found it. When he finally got there, it was 10:00 or 
11:00 and they had just closed for the night.  
 
He went back to the hostel, and when he came back to the ER the next morning, 
and they immediately sent him into surgery. That was the beginning of a full 
month of hospitalization, surgeries, and finally, finally being cleared to return to 
the home in Denmark where he was staying for the semester. 
 
This church more than graciously sent me to Brussels to look after John in the 
hospital, and that’s a story I won’t fully rehash here, but it was an astonishing 
expression of generous love. I was instructed not to come back until I had seen 
John safely out of the hospital in Brussels and gotten him re-settled and stable in 
his home away from home in Denmark, 600 miles to the north, in a small 
community about 30 minutes outside of Copenhagen called Lejre.  
 
On the Sunday morning that I was there, John was still too weak to walk the couple 
of miles to the local church, but with all the miraculous blessings we had received 
in the previous month, there was no way I was going to miss it. I didn’t mention 
that there was a family in Brussels that John & Dora Hinkle were connected to 
from a cultural exchange event 30 years earlier, and a young couple who are part 
of that family and who live in Brussels looked after us—I mean seriously took care 
of us—for the whole month we were there.  
 
When you are the recipient of a miracle that has had to be intricately played out 
over decades and generations so that it would be ready to meet your direst need at 
a particular moment, you don’t wake up on Sunday and wonder whether going to 
church seems appealing or not. You don’t even have to think, “I’ll go because I 
owe this to God.” You go because you can’t wait to get in there.  
 
So, on Sunday morning, I made my way by foot through the town of Lejre, to 
Allerslev Kirke, a church that goes back several centuries. The service was all in 
Danish, but it was a Reformed church, so I kind of knew what was going on.  
 
Until the sermon ended and it was time for communion.  



 
The congregation rose and began to move forward, so I went forward, too—but on 
the way up, I noticed that it was not the whole congregation who went forward.  
 
There were, I would guess, 40 people in worship that day. I was at the end of a line 
of about 15. At the front of the church, past the raised pulpit on the right, was a 
chapel area where there was a communion table surrounded by a rail.  
 
As that line came to the front part of the church and crossed a threshold into the 
chapel, it occurred to me that perhaps this was a certain select group—communion 
servers, maybe, or just a certain subgroup of the congregation who were 
specifically supposed to be there.  
 
So, as I noticed them all taking their places in the front chapel—and with still a 
reasonably well attended sanctuary behind me—I veered out of the line and slipped 
into a seat in the front pew of the sanctuary and watched the last of that group 
settle into the chapel.  
 
Then the pastor, who was behind the communion table in the chapel, saw me 
sitting now in that front pew, and gave me an international look that, without using 
any words, sort of projects a giant question mark. I wished I knew a Danish word 
that means, “I’m just going to stay here and watch how you all celebrate 
communion, and then next time I’m in Denmark, maybe I’ll have some idea what’s 
going on. And really, I’m fine, so please just pretend I am not even here.”  
 
But his expression was so kind and welcoming, I couldn’t bear to just sit there and 
shake my head as if to say, “No thank you; never mind…”  
 
So I got up and walked the couple of steps into the front chapel area. As I did so, 
somebody motioned toward a small table I had just passed.  
 
I suddenly realized that the participants in this small group each had their own 
small communion chalice, drawn from a tray on the side table.  
 
My first thought was, “What if everybody has their own tiny chalice and I 
accidentally take somebody else’s?” 
 
My second thought was: “I am standing in front of a full congregation who all 
know exactly what they are doing—and it looks like you’re supposed to take a 
cup.”  



 
So I took one of the small, silver cups from the table, and moved to join the others 
gathered around the rail. I saw that the pastor was going from person to person, 
pouring wine from a chalice into each of the people’s cups.  
 
I noticed the details of the individual cup. It was finely produced silvery metal. 
And the cup itself was very shallow. It looked like you could just put barely more 
than a few drops in there; maybe a teaspoonful.  
 
He came to me. I held up my little cup, as I had seen the others do. He had not 
spoken to the others, but he began to speak to me, and I of course I had absolutely 
no idea what he was saying.  
 
I must have given him the most baffled look he had ever seen.  
 
Again, he spoke in a kindly, quietly firm voice in a language I could not begin to 
understand; and this time he kind of tapped lightly on the base of the cup that I was 
holding in front of him.  
 
Finally it dawned on me—this is true—I was holding it upside down.  
 
Here was a family of Christ, gathered around the table, welcoming not only a 
stranger, but a clueless stranger; and not only a clueless stranger, but one who 
could not be directly instructed because we did not share a common earthly 
language in which explanations could be easily stated or understood.  
 
But at every step I was surrounded by people who were there specifically to 
worship and be fed by God, and whose continual orientation toward the stranger 
was invitation, welcome, and warmth.  
 
Sometimes, in this life of mundane activity, uncertain rituals and awkward faux 
pas, a holy chaos comes in, and we are forced to recognize that we are not in 
control;  
 
and God reaches out from the realm of holy mystery that is just out of reach of our 
physical senses,  
 
and puts bread and wine into our mouths, and a sense of the presence of Christ into 
our hearts, and binds us together in ways beyond what we can imagine. And 
something holy happens.  



 
I knew that morning that I was among siblings in Christ. And I knew that 
somewhere on the other side of the world, you and many others were praying for 
my son.  
 
In the 1980 novel The Name of the Rose, which takes place in a European 
monastery in the 1300’s, the fictional young monk who narrates the story finds 
himself overwhelmed with the mystical encounter of their worship, and addresses 
the reader:   
 

“We are fragile creatures, I said to myself, even among these learned and 
devout monks [there are] petty envies [and] subtle hostilities, but all these 
are as smoke then dispersed by the strong wind of faith, the moment all 
gather in the name of the Father, and Christ descends into their midst.”v 

 
We must always give thanks to God for you, brothers, sisters, siblings,  
 beloved by the Lord,  
because God chose you as the first fruits for salvation  
 through sanctification by the Spirit  
 and through belief in the truth.  
And for this purpose you were called  
 through the proclamation of the good news,  
  to obtain the glory of our Lord, Jesus Christ.  
So stand firm, and hold fast.  
 
David Whyte has written in the poem “Everything is Waiting for You:” 
 

Your great mistake is to act the drama  
as if you were alone. As if life 
were a progressive and cunning crime 
with no witness to the tiny hidden 
transgressions. To feel abandoned is to deny 
the intimacy of your surroundings. Surely,  
even you, at times, have felt the grand array;  
the swelling presence, and the chorus, crowding 
out your solo voice. You must note 
the way the soap dish enables you,  
or the window latch grants you freedom.  
Alertness is the hidden discipline of familiarity.  
The stairs are your mentor of things  



to come, the doors have always been there  
to frighten you and invite you,  
and the tiny speaker in the phone   
is your dream-ladder to divinity. 
 
Put down the weight of your aloneness and ease into  
the conversation. The kettle is singing   
even as it pours you a drink, the cooking pots  
have left their arrogant aloofness and   
seen the good in you at last. All the birds  
and creatures of the world are unutterably  
themselves. Everything is waiting for you.vi 

 
I will extol you, my God and Sovereign, and bless your name forever and ever. 
Every day I will bless you, and praise your name forever and ever. Amen.  
 
Keith Grogg 
Montreat Presbyterian Church 
Montreat, NC 
November 6, 2016  
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