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   Sermon                  Michelle Fountain 

Seeking Reassurance 
Scriptures - Exodus 33:12-23; 1 Thessalonians 1:1-10; Matthew 22:15-22 

 
Many mornings when I walk my dog before leaving for work, I see a sight-

challenged woman walking on a street perpendicular to mine. She travels 

along the edge of the road tapping her cane in front of her seeking 

reassurance of the boundaries that will keep her safe. When she reaches the 

corner, she gets reassurance from the raised bumps which indicate that she 

is at an intersection and  should turn around. She does so and travels back 

the way she came. As I say hello to her, I think about how incredibly 

courageous she is. She finds the power to do something challenging, 

walking without clearly being able to see, because she has the reassurance 

of the safe boundaries provided by her cane. 
  
Athletes seek  reassurance that they can do well in competitions by regular 

training. Strength training, running, and other skills of their sport practiced 

over and over again, guided by a coach and often joined by others on the 

journey, provide the reassurance that they are giving their all to do the best 

they can in their sport.  
  
In our studies, in our work, and in our faith we regularly look to others to 

encourage us and to our results to provide reassurance that we are doing 

well.  
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Moses asked God for reassurance three different times in the short 

passage from Exodus we read today. First he complains to God saying, 

“You have been telling me ‘Lead these people’ but you have not let me 

know whom you will send with me.” God reassures him, “My presence 

will go with you.” But this is not enough; even after hearing this Moses 

continues, “If your Presence does not go with us, do not send us from 

here.” He even adds, “How will people know we are your people unless 

you go with us?” And once again, God reassures him, “I will do the 

very thing you asked.” This is still not enough for Moses who asks 

“Now show me your glory.” And even to this God complies but in a 

way that Moses could handle, placing him in a cleft of a rock with 

God’s hand protecting him from the immensity that is God’s face.  
  
It is human nature to seek reassurance - even from God.  
  
Paul, Silas, and Timothy were reaching out to the Thessalonians for two 

reasons. First,  to congratulate them on living into their new Christian 

faith, which they had helped them establish when they visited and lived 

among them. Now far away, word got back to Paul and company that 

the Thessalonians were truly living their faith; having given up idols, 

they spread the word about Jesus Christ despite challenges and 

suffering. Secondly, Paul and the others meant to reassure the 

Thessalonians that they were doing the right thing so that they would 

continue on their path “to serve the living and true God and to wait for 

his Son from Heaven, whom he raised from the dead”.  Paul hoped that 

by providing the reassurance they needed, the early Christians would 

continue to live their faith.  
  
We all seek reassurance of some sort or another and it is that 

reassurance that lets us move forward like the blind woman, athletes, 

the Israelites, and early Christians. Sometimes that reassurance is hard 

to find in a world and country with so many divisions - where 

reassurance from one group may seem to separate people from others. 

How do we Christians find the reassurance we need amid the turmoil of 

these times? As usual, Jesus offers some help.  
  
In the scripture from Matthew, Jesus was dodging a trap set by the 

Pharisees and Herodians. If he had said that it was right to pay taxes to 

Caesar, the Pharisees would say he was opposed to God, the true king. 

If he said taxes should not be paid to Caesar then the Herodians, a 

Roman Political Party, would call him rebellious and hand him over to 

Herod. Jesus, however, knew the true motivations of both groups - to 
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stop his teaching and preaching - or “movement” if you will. He 

escaped the trap in a lesson we can apply to our own world: “Give to 

Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s”. He was putting 

politics and religion into perspective, providing a path not seen before.  

  
As Christians we need to remember to keep things in perspective. We 

live in this country and this world and abide by its rules but we look to 

God in human form - Jesus Christ - as our example. He welcomed all:  

tax collectors, prostitutes, the poor, the rich, even former persecutors 

like Paul, offering love and the reassurance of forgiveness by his grace. 

He looked for the good in each person and sought to draw that out so 

that good, grounded in belief in God in all forms: father, son and Holy 

Spirit, would be the center. He preached unlimited forgiveness, 

knowing that we humans would make mistakes not once or twice but 

again and again. Through Christ we have the reassurance of forgiveness 

and acceptance. Our challenge is to learn to live like Christ, forgiving 

and accepting others.  
  
I find reassurance from “In Lak Ech,” an Ancient Mayan Philosophy 

captured in a poem by Luis Valdez that I shared with my 9th Grade 

English students this week. It goes like this: 
  

You are my other me 
If I do harm to you, 
I do harm to myself. 

If I love and respect you,  
I love and respect myself.  

  
In my classes, I asked students to unpack this philosophy. They decided 

that the first line “You are my other me” made us think of all humans, 

no matter how different their lives and beliefs may be, as another 

version of ourselves. We discussed that harming someone else comes 

back to us either in retribution or in damage to our self-image as we 

realize that we have not lived into our values of respecting and caring 

for others. This may have come from the Mayans, but I think it is the 

example that Christ set for us. Imagine if we could all live by this. By 

recognizing our common humanity, we realize that harming someone 

else hurts us and that loving and respecting others, even when we 

disagree, brings both internal and external respect.  
  
In the “Our Faith, Our Vote” class last week, Ellen Green challenged us 

to have values-based conversations. People on different sides of issues 
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still value their families, freedom, faith etc. She encouraged us to look 

for those intersections to then be able to “hear” each other on topics 

where we disagree. I found myself envisioning a Venn Diagram of 

intersecting circles where someone who has different views from me 

has those views on one side of their circle but some values in the 

middle that we share—family, community, respect, freedom, loyalty, 

compassion—and then my unique views on the other side of my circle. 

If we can meet in that intersection - our overlapping circles of human 

values - then we can have conversations that help us understand our 

other views.  

  

Standing with my “Be an Anti-racist” sign at a silent Black Lives 

Matter Vigil at the park behind us  last June, someone yelled out “All 

lives matter”, which of course, they do. What people do not understand 

is that all lives have not been equally valued in this country, and until 

people realize that and our laws and actions reflect that black and 

brown lives matter, then all lives will not matter.  

  

Vermont’s only Black state representative Kiah Morris, elected from 

Bennington in 2014, resigned in September 2018 citing continued 

online racial harassment as one of the reasons. Rutland Area NAACP 

Director Tabitha Moore is moving out of Wallingford due to months of 

racially motivated harassment targeting her and her children.  In her 

book, The New Jim Crow, Michelle Alexander discusses how laws 

unfairly target the poor and people of color, creating a school-to-prison 

pipeline. The 1986 Anti-Drug Abuse Act made the selling of 5 grams of 

Crack cocaine have a mandatory five year prison sentence while for 

powder cocaine, 500 grams got the same sentence. The ACLU notes the 

scientifically unjustifiable 100:1 ratio meant that people faced longer 

sentences for offenses involving the cheaper crack cocaine than for 

offenses involving the same amount of the more expensive and white-

favored powder cocaine – two forms of the same drug. Most 

disturbingly, because the majority of people arrested for crack offenses 

are African American, the 100:1 ratio resulted in vast racial disparities 

in the average length of sentences for comparable offenses. On average, 

under the 100:1 regime, African Americans served virtually as much 

time in prison for non-violent drug offenses as whites did for violent 

offenses. Luckily this law was changed in 2010 but it is still an 18 to 1 

ratio. In her 2016 report, The Color of Justice: Racial and Ethnic 

Disparity in State Prisons, Ashley Nellis says, “Vermont … actually 

has the highest rate in the country of adult black male incarceration, and 

it has the third highest rate of incarceration for African-Americans 

https://www.sentencingproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/The-Color-of-Justice-Racial-and-Ethnic-Disparity-in-State-Prisons.pdf
https://www.sentencingproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/The-Color-of-Justice-Racial-and-Ethnic-Disparity-in-State-Prisons.pdf
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overall,” “Nationally the ratio is about five-to-one black-white 

incarceration. And in Vermont it's more than 10-to-one,” Nellis says. And 

that is in a state where blacks are just 1.4% of the population.  

One of my African American students said of her middle school experience, 

“Racist insults were hurled at me left and right, and everyone wanted an “n-

word” pass (to be able to use the word around her).” Vermont law 

enforcement reported 45 incidents of hate crimes in 2018, up from 34 in 

2017, and almost a sixfold increase since 2015, when there were only eight 

such incidents reported...30 of the 45 hate crime incidents in Vermont were 

attributed to the victim’s race.  

 

Being an anti-racist for me means not staying silent but actively fighting 

this systemic racism that we whites do not always see due to our privilege. 

(If you want to learn more about that, join my White Privilege course which 

begins after Church on November 1.) It also means recognizing Indigenous 

People’s Day last Monday replacing Columbus Day as our state has done 

and acknowledging that we are currently standing on the unceded land of 

the Wabenaki Confederacy (Wabanaki Confederacy was the name of an 

alliance that included not only the Abenakis, but also four neighboring 

tribes: the Penobscots, the Maliseets, the Passamaquoddies, and the 

Micmacs). It also means acknowledging the painful history of genocide 

including the Eugenics Law passed in Vermont in 1931 that forced 

sterilization upon ‘idiots’, ‘imbeciles’, ‘feeble-minded’ or ‘insane’ persons, 

but this also sometimes targeted Native Americans. As recently as the 

1970s, 1 of every 4 Native American children were being forcibly removed 

from their families in Vermont and other states and being placed in 

boarding homes, adoptive homes, and foster care as a way to assimilate 

Native Americans into white society and to “take the Indian” out of them.  

 

Being an anti-racist means having hard conversations like the one I had 

with a parent recently who was questioning the number of social justice 

topics in my 9th Grade English curriculum.  My overarching theme for the 

year is gaining perspective, and I explained to him that I wanted students to 

read literature that reflected some of their own experiences but also gave 

them windows into the experiences of others. He took offense when I 

mentioned recognizing the white privilege that many of us have. I then 

explained my view that my white privilege lets me enter any store and be 

able to find products that match my skin tone, people who look like me to 

sell me those products, and not be followed around because they think I 

might want to steal them. It means I never had to have the “talk” with my 

sons telling them they could not walk around with their sweatshirt hoods up 

or to make sure the receipt is in their hand as they leave a store and to  

http://www.bigorrin.org/penobscot_kids.htm
http://www.bigorrin.org/maliseet_kids.htm
http://www.bigorrin.org/passamaquoddy_kids.htm
http://www.bigorrin.org/mikmaq_kids.htm
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always remain calm with hands on the dashboard if pulled over by the 

police that people with children of color have to have.  
  
That was not an easy conversation to have, but we each listened to each 

other, we found some common ground, and we respected each other. By 

listening, I was better able to understand where he was coming from and 

that he was afraid his son was going to be made uncomfortable in my 

class. I realized I needed to provide some of those other perspectives 

through the intersection of our common humanity to help students build 

a  bridge to cover the huge chasms that cause so much misunderstanding 

and hate in our world.  In the end, he agreed that it was OK for his son to 

learn different perspectives and I learned to soften my approach so that 

all of my students are open to hearing and learning.  

  
God is not often present to us today in the same way Moses experienced 

God but I think we sometimes wish we had that kind of reassurance. 

However, we do! We have the model of Christ who taught us to keep 

things in perspective, to know how to live in this world, respecting all, 

seeking justice for all,  and welcoming all, not just those who agree with 

us.  
  
I leave you with Paul’s greeting to the Thessalonians as translated by 

Eugene Peterson in The Message: God’s amazing grace be with you! 

God’s robust peace!  
  
May God’s grace provide the reassurance your faith needs so you can 

live into God’s robust peace taking action to follow the path Jesus has 

laid out for us. 
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Scriptures 

 

Exodus 33:12-23(NRSV) 

 

Moses said to the LORD, “See, you have said to me, ‘Bring up this 

people’; but you have not let me know whom you will send with me. 

Yet you have said, ‘I know you by name, and you have also found 

favor in my sight.’ Now if I have found favor in your sight, show me 

your ways, so that I may know you and find favor in your sight. 

Consider too that this nation is your people.” He said, “My presence 

will go with you, and I will give you rest.” And he said to him, “If 

your presence will not go, do not carry us up from here. For how 

shall it be known that I have found favor in your sight, I and your 

people, unless you go with us? In this way, we shall be distinct, I and 

your people, from every people on the face of the earth.” 

 

The LORD said to Moses, “I will do the very thing that you have 

asked; for you have found favor in my sight, and I know you by 

name.” Moses said, “Show me your glory, I pray.” And he said, “I 

will make all my goodness pass before you, and will proclaim before 

you the name, ‘The LORD’; and I will be gracious to whom I will be 

gracious, and will show mercy on whom I will show mercy. But,” he 

said, “you cannot see my face; for no one shall see me and live.” And 

the LORD continued, “See, there is a place by me where you shall 

stand on the rock; and while my glory passes by I will put you in a 

cleft of the rock, and I will cover you with my hand until I have 

passed by; then I will take away my hand, and you shall see my back; 

but my face shall not be seen.” 
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Scriptures (continued) 
 

1Thessalonians 1:1-10 (NRSV) 
 

Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy, 

To the church of the Thessalonians in God the Father and the Lord 

Jesus Christ:  

Grace to you and peace. 

We always give thanks to God for all of you and mention you in our 

prayers, constantly remembering before our God and Father your work 

of faith and labor of love and steadfastness of hope in our Lord Jesus 

Christ. For we know, brothers and sisters[a] beloved by God, that he 

has chosen you, because our message of the gospel came to you not in 

word only, but also in power and in the Holy Spirit and with full 

conviction; just as you know what kind of persons we proved to be 

among you for your sake. And you became imitators of us and of the 

Lord, for in spite of persecution you received the word with joy 

inspired by the Holy Spirit, so that you became an example to all the 

believers in Macedonia and in Achaia. For the word of the Lord has 

sounded forth from you not only in Macedonia and Achaia, but in 

every place your faith in God has become known, so that we have no 

need to speak about it. For the people of those regions report about us 

what kind of welcome we had among you, and how you turned to God 

from idols, to serve a living and true God, and to wait for his Son from 

heaven, whom he raised from the dead—Jesus, who rescues us from 

the wrath that is coming. 

 

Matthew 22:15-22 (NRSV) 
 

Then the Pharisees went and plotted to entrap him in what he said. So 

they sent their disciples to him, along with the Herodians, saying, 

“Teacher, we know that you are sincere, and teach the way of God in 

accordance with truth, and show deference to no one; for you do not 

regard people with partiality. Tell us, then, what you think. Is it lawful 

to pay taxes to the emperor, or not?” But Jesus, aware of their malice, 

said, “Why are you putting me to the test, you hypocrites? Show me 

the coin used for the tax.” And they brought him a denarius. Then he 

said to them, “Whose head is this, and whose title?” They answered, 

“The emperor’s.” Then he said to them, “Give therefore to the 

emperor the things that are the emperor’s, and to God the things that 

are God’s.” When they heard this, they were amazed; and they left him 

and went away. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+Thessalonians+1%3A1-10&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-29548a

