
Labor Pains and New Life 

Read Mark 8:22-26; John 16:16-22 

 I have a close friend who often says to me when I ask him how he is doing, 

“I feel like I’m in the middle of the middle.”  He then will proceed to explain what 

he means by that.  I don’t think I’ve ever heard anyone else use that phrase.  In a 

nutshell my interpretation goes something like this: I’m not where I was once; I’m 

not yet where I want to be, but I’m on my way. 

 I hope you know how earnestly I’ve been praying about this day, the first 

Sunday after you received the news of my impending retirement from full time 

ministry at the end of September.  I cannot effectively describe for you how 

arduous the journey has been to come to this point.  Some people can’t wait to 

retire, having grown weary of their life in the job they’re in and looking forward to 

whatever dream they have for retired life.  That does not describe me. I have 

loved being a pastor.  I have loved being your pastor.   I’ve come to this point 

after a long period of persistent pressure by the Holy Spirit telling me the time has 

come. 

 The texts we just read this morning are not from the lectionary.  Both came 

to mind as guidance from the Holy Spirit as I anticipated preaching today. Each 

has some of what I feel and want to share this morning.   

The first text from Mark tells the story of a blind man from the village of 

Bethsaida whom the people brought to Jesus and begged Jesus to touch.  The first 

curious detail tells us that Jesus took him by the hand and led him out of the 

village. Most of us begin our walk with Jesus as blind people who begin to be led 

by our Lord who has perfect insight into who we are and what we will become as 

we follow him.  At the end of the episode Jesus tells him, “Do not even go into the 

village.”  

 I’m not sure what it was about the village that caused Jesus to want to 

remove the blind man.  We’re simply told that he did. Maybe Jesus was warding 

off the temptation to continue acting blind even though his sight was restored.  

The habits of victimhood often die hard if at all. Or maybe Jesus knew that the 



villagers wouldn’t know how to relate to one who was so dramatically healed.  It 

happens.  Sometimes people do not understand or welcome you after you’ve had 

a dramatic change. 

One of the hardest things about retirement in our Presbyterian system is 

the necessity for a retiring pastor to move on, away from his or her community.  I 

left Avondale to come here after sixteen years. I have rarely returned.  Now I 

must leave this place which has been my spiritual and relational home for a 

quarter of a century, more than one third of my life.  I know the wisdom behind 

this clearing of the deck so to speak so that the next pastor is not troubled and 

annoyed by the presence of his or her predecessor looking over the new pastor’s 

shoulder evaluating, advising, and correcting.  I’ve seen in my life situations where 

this rule has been violated and the picture has not been pretty.   

When I was ordained over forty years ago I promised to obey our form of 

government and honor its discipline.  My own sense of integrity demands that I 

keep the promises I made that day.  After September I will not be permitted to 

enter this village to perform acts of ministry among you, even if you are tempted 

to ask and I am tempted to accept. 

When the pastor nominating committee brought me among you I was like 

the blind man from Bethsaida.  I knew next to nothing about you as a 

congregation.   Oh, I read the profile about First Presbyterian, who you saw 

yourself to be and including some of your hopes and dreams for our future 

together.  Some of it was accurate, some of it came true as we have walked along 

together, but lots of stuff just surprised us all as the Holy Spirit has led us forward.  

You’ve changed and so have I.  That’s healthy and good mostly.  

The second curiosity about this healing story in Mark 8 is its two stage 

character.  Normally, Jesus would accomplish what he wanted to do with one 

simple command.  But after Jesus put saliva on his eyes, something my 

ophthalmologist has never offered to do, and laid his hands on him, he asked him, 

“Can you see anything?”  And the man looked up and said, “I can see people, but 

they look like trees walking.” My friend might have said, “I can see something, but 

I feel like I’m in the middle of the middle.” 



.  

That’s how I see myself and you today.  We know where we have come 

from, but what comes next is still unclear, for me as an individual man who is 

being cut loose from my familiar and much loved community, and for you as a 

congregation as you begin to search for a new pastor, at this point without a clue 

as to who it will be.  It takes a while to truly see and know people.  We have had 

enough time to see each other more clearly and it’s hard to give up that hard won 

knowledge we have of each other.  We both can see people in our future but who 

they are and what they look like is at this point unclear.  We are all once again in 

the middle of the middle. 

We all now need to take heart in how this healing encounter concludes.  

Jesus laid his hands upon him again, his sight was restored and he saw everything 

clearly.  I’m guessing that this clear seeing will come to all of us mostly as it often 

does, in hindsight.  When Jesus said to the man, “Do not even go into the village,” 

one meaning we can take from that command is that we must look forward, not 

backward. We all love the clarity of hindsight but hindsight will not tell us what is 

to come.  Now once again you and I must walk by faith and not by sight into a 

future that only God knows.  

I don’t know where my vocation will take me next.  I have heard from many 

wise people who have studied this topic that to view retirement as the beginning 

of a perpetual vacation is a serious error that will leave me unhappy and 

unfulfilled.  I intend to take a period of sabbatical to rest, reflect, and pray.  I 

expect that my vocation will continue in some way but I don’t yet have a clue how 

that will unfold.  I see people there in my future, but they are unclear; they look 

like trees walking. Perhaps I’ll still get to do what I’ve always loved best, preach 

about the love of Jesus.  We’ll see, and after a time, I hope to see clearly what 

God wants of me.  

You too must move forward as well.  I strongly forbid you to ever say to 

your new pastor, “Bill wouldn’t have done it that way, etc., etc., etc.”  If you do 

your new pastor will have to wrestle with resentment and will end up loathing 

me.  I have enough people whom I annoy without adding to their number!  Don’t 



even enter that village!  Go forward with God.  The Holy Spirit will guide you into 

all the truth and bring to your remembrance the words and teachings of Jesus 

Christ.  The ministry, mine and yours, must always be about Jesus Christ.  He is the 

heart and soul of all things. 

The second text to which I was led appears in John 16, especially verses 21-

22: When a woman is in labor, she has pain, because her hour has come.  But 

when her child is born, she no longer remembers the anguish because of the joy of 

having brought a human being into the world.  So you have pain now; but I will 

see you again, and your hearts will rejoice, and no one will take your joy from you. 

I am risking being wildly presumptuous by assuming this is as painful a day 

for you as it is for me.  It could be that some of you are heaving a great sigh of 

relief: “At last, this pesky preacher has finally decided to end our suffering!”  I 

simply must say that you have never made me feel that way, at least those of you 

who are still attending faithfully and serving the Lord in so many ways.  Honestly, 

those who didn’t take to me very well have moved on. I have been too hard to get 

rid of.  But whether or not you have loved me or endured me is not really that 

important now.  What is important is how you view this moment. 

Jesus kept hammering the nail of his imminent departure into the hearts of 

his disciples in order to prepare them for what would come next.  They became 

more and more sad the more he told them because they saw it as nothing but an 

end to something in which, someone with whom, they had invested their lives. 

They had left all to follow Jesus.  What would they ever do without him? Could 

they go back to their old lives as though all this had never happened?  It would be 

no overstatement to say that they feared their whole world was about to fall 

apart. 

Of course I’m not Jesus and the changing of pastoral leadership should 

never be that earth shaking.  Some years ago I was inside the bowels of the 

Hoover Dam when an earth tremor shook the place.  The guide assured us there 

was nothing to worry about.  Those mini-earthquakes happen several times each 

day.  We were in no imminent danger.  The rest of us imagined what it would be 

like to have the Colorado River come smashing in upon us burying us in a watery 



grave.  What the guide viewed as commonplace, the rest of us viewed as 

impending death. 

What I want us all to notice in our text is that Jesus was reframing the 

perspective that shapes all of the spiritual life.  The disciples saw the change as an 

end.  Jesus spoke to their sorrow and promised them joy to come.  His leaving was 

but the prelude to a new beginning.  He used the poignant image of a woman in 

labor pains.   

Having been in the labor room several times with Jean I know the power of 

that image.  I also know the truth that after the baby is born the memory of how 

bad the pain was quickly recedes.  Think about it; why else would any woman 

choose to have more than one baby?!?  After Mark came Julia; after Julia came 

Jon.  Go figure!  I’m just lucky Jean never looked at me in the delivery room saying 

through hate filled eyes, “You did this to me!”  I have a very gracious wife indeed.  

And of course parenting has not been all joy, but there’s been enough that our 

sorrows have taken a backseat to our joy. 

The central pattern of our Christian faith where death is followed by 

resurrection ends up defining and governing the affairs of our hearts and the 

dynamics of our faith.  Jesus repeatedly said things like, “The one who would save 

his life shall lose it and he who loses his life for my sake and for the Gospel will 

save it unto eternal life.”  Peter spoke of being born anew to a living hope through 

the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.  You must die to the old before 

you can be born to the new.  Paul wrote that for him, to live was Christ and to die 

was gain.  The New Testament is pregnant with all such surprising reversals, 

things that seemed to signal an end but which turned out to be gateways to a 

greater future. 

So now, though I don’t want you to be glad that I’m going, I do want 

whatever sadness you might experience to be momentary.  I am trusting in the 

fact that I believe God loves this congregation more than I ever possibly could, 

even though I do love you a whole bunch. I believe we will be able to look back to 

this moment and see that God was in no way done with First Presbyterian Church.  

And I want to leave you this morning with what has been the watchword of my 



time here which I took from Paul’s letter to the church at Corinth when he said, “I 

decided to know nothing among you but Christ and him crucified.”  In short 

members of my dear family, keep Jesus Christ at the center, in the forefront.  

Write his name on your hearts and honor his name in all that you do.  The only 

insurance of a glorious future for you all is tied to you giving Jesus Christ all glory 

and honor. 

I’ll be with you for a few more months.  Let us spend our time wisely and 

well.  My heart will always be open to you. 


