
 

 

 The first sermon of a new pastor is an anxious occasion for 

everyone.  The people ask, “What will this new preacher be like?  We 

will lose members?  Will we grow?  Will things change?  Will she like 

us?” 

 Imagine what goes through the preacher’s mind.  “Where do I 

stand?  Where do I sit?  When am I supposed to stand up?  Will they 

like me?” 

 There is a significant difference between those anxieties 

though. 

 Remember the old joke about the chicken and the pig looking 

for a place to have breakfast?  They come upon a café with a sign in 

the window which reads, “Ham and Eggs, $ 1.99!”  The chicken says, 

“This place looks good to me”.  To which the pig replies, “Of course it 

would, from you all they want is a contribution, but from me they 

expect total commitment!” 

 On February 7th, 1999 I was eager and excited to give Los 

Altos UMC my total commitment! 

 Finding the poor sap who was going to follow the Rev. Dr. John 

Dodson's 22 year tenure at one of the largest, dynamic Protestant 



 

 

congregations in Northern California was an occasion for high 

anxiety, here and in the Conference.    

 My generation of clergy all looked up to John as the model of 

success and vital ministry.  We took his classes, stole his sermons, 

copied his strategies.  When the Bishop and District Superintendents 

approached Bonnie and me to consider the opportunity my first 

response was, "Are you kidding me?!"   As Bonnie and I prayed about 

it, thought about it, we decided "What have we got to lose....we'll be 

there two years, burned in effigy and ridden out of town on a rail....we 

needed a raise...and then we'll leave the country and work overseas 

again and our failure will long be forgotten..."   On that day of the first 

sermon, we never dreamt that we would be here 15+ years.  

  A number of folk said that I had “big shoes to fill”.  John said it 

best himself.  “Don’t fill my shoes Mark, fill your own!” 

 My first sermon at LAUMC was a "God Moment" to be sure.   

Something....the Holy Spirit?....took over the event.  Personally I felt a 

calm clarity and purpose I had never felt before in years and years of 

public speaking.   We connected, you and I, beyond the anxieties, 

beyond the doubts.  More than the words you and I came to know, 



 

 

experience, that God was with us even as you said "goodbye" to one 

amazing pastor and welcomed a new one.  

 Maybe it was the warning I gave.  I had to warn you right off the 

bat, that I was not the perfect pastor. 

 You know the definition of the “Perfect Pastor”?  “He is 35 years 

old and has been preaching for 40 years.  He is always available in 

his office and is constantly out visiting his members.  He is gifted with 

youth and the aged.  He is handsome but not too good looking.  He 

has a great sense of humor but is appropriately serious at all times.” 

 That may be what we expect of a Pastor, but no Pastor, or 

spouse, secretary, teacher or doctor, for that matter, can be all things 

to all people. 

 It has taken me years to learn and re-learn that truth. 

 I grew up thinking I had to do everything on my own.  (...do you 

know any people like that?) 

 I left home and became financially independent when I was 17. 

 I attended the University of the Pacific in Stockton on 

scholarships and summer work.  I graduated with the Outstanding 

Student Award of my College. 



 

 

 In five years at the School of theology at Claremont, I earned 

both a Masters and a Doctoral degree.  By the time I was 27, I had 

traveled around the world two times, my dissertation was published in 

four languages and I was assigned by the Board of Global Ministries 

to be the Principal of a seminary in South East Asia. 

 My head was so big I had to walk sideways through doors!  I 

had all the answers.  I knew where I was going, and it wasn’t to be a 

Pastor.  I was going to be an academic.  I was going to Northern 

Borneo and save the Iban people. 

 I couldn’t even save myself there. 

 Although Bonnie and I loved the Iban people, they are the 

headhunters of Borneo, and love their language and culture, we were 

placed in an impossible position.  Just a few months after we arrived 

there we learned that the real reason that we were assigned to the 

seminary as missionaries was to keep the support money coming in 

from New York.  My predecessor had tried to change the assignment 

so that Iban pastors could be trained at higher levels in order to 

become full faculty members, but the officials liked the money that 

came with the missionaries.  

 Our goal became to work ourselves out of a job. 



 

 

 Almost as soon as we got there, Bonnie became pregnant with 

our second son, Matthew.  Six weeks after we arrived I contracted 

typhoid fever.  Sarawak is a state in the Federation of Malaysia, 

which is a Muslim government not too fond of Christian missionaries.  

They tapped our phone, opened our mail and broke into our house. 

 Isolation and stress were overwhelming our marriage and 

Bonnie and I were talking about divorce. 

 Even at that point I wouldn’t admit I needed help.  (…do you 

know any people like that?) 

 The last straw came when Matthew at 7 months had typhoid 

fever and almost died. 

 It took that near tragedy to break though my pride and ego.  It 

wasn’t until then that I could admit to myself, that I couldn’t make it 

there.  I had limits.  I didn’t have all the answers.  But by the grace of 

God I knew somewhere deep inside that the health of my marriage 

and my children came first.  So we returned home in what I 

considered to be utter failure. 

 In the turmoil of those days I visited pastoral counselor to work 

through my feelings of depression.  One day he asked, “Well, Mark, 

what has happened to the seminary in Sarawak since you left?”  In 



 

 

fact, because of our leaving they had sent their best Iban Pastor to 

America for a Masters Degree.  Today he is the Principal of the 

seminary and three other Iban pastors have gone for higher 

education.  They make up the faculty of the school and are designing 

a whole new future for theological education in Northern Borneo. 

 My counselor said to me, “Mark can’t you see that God has 

used your own brokenness, your own failures, to make God’s way 

known.  Aren’t you worthy of the grace and forgiveness you preach 

about each Sunday?” 

 I didn’t see it until then. 

 Taking our first pastoral assignment in Reno, Nevada I fell in 

love with this work.   

 

 We don’t have to be all things to all people.  By God’s grace we 

can accept our limitations, trusting that God works in and through and 

in spite of them. 

 For all of my “accomplishments, it wasn’t until then that I could 

really be effective as a Pastor.  It until then that I could understand 

the Apostle Paul’s passion to "boast in the cross of Jesus." 

 



 

 

 Throughout his epistles, and especially in our scripture this 

morning, Paul used this odd phrase with great affect (note; II Cor 4:7-

12, Rom 5:2-3, 11, I Cor 1:26-31, 2:2). 

 Consider what the cross meant in those days.  It was Rome’s 

primary means of capital punishment.  The cross was an object of 

shame, horror and dread.  Can you imagine wearing the image of a 

gas chamber around your neck? 

 Paul says in I Corinthians that the cross is a scandal to Jews 

and an absurdity to the Greeks (1:22-25). 

 The attitude of the orthodox Jewish community from which Paul 

comes, was to stand before God in pride and confidence, “boasting”, 

in the original language, in one’ piety.  One would stand before God 

taking pride in one’s religion, seeking glory before God, expecting 

divine reward. 

 Yet, Paul argued continually that it is not what we do which 

makes us right with God.  It is not our rituals, doctrines, ethical 

behavior, denomination, race, class, gender, nationally or politics, it is 

not what we do that “saves us”, rather it is what God has done for us 

in Christ Jesus that is the basis of our faith. 



 

 

 While many argued that we should stand before God to prove 

ourselves worthy of God’s favor, Paul said we stand before God as 

those who receive that which we do not deserve, that love which was 

won for us on the cross. 

 So Paul boasts in his struggle and failures, he boasts in his 

scars and wounds and arrests and beatings (II Cor 11:16-30).  In II 

Corinthians he writes, “My grace is sufficient for you, for whenever I 

am weak, then you are strong” (12:1-10) 

 Paul didn’t have to be all things for all people.  That’s God’s job.  

The cross has not remained a beloved symbol because it represents 

capital punishment.  The cross is that which points to a way of life 

which cannot be defeated, even in death. 

 

 In such grace Paul calls us to a ministry with a spirit of 

gentleness, where we would bear one another’s burdens, where we 

would not grow weary in doing what is right for the good of all. 

 

 Those were my expectations for LAUMC on February 7, 1999.   

By the grace of God and the spirit's work within this amazing 



 

 

congregation, we have exceeded those expectations again and again 

for 15+ year. 

 For 15 years I stood with you when you celebrated a baby’s 

birth; when you walked your daughter down the aisle; when you 

invited your friends to visit your church on a Sunday morning; when 

you just had to talk to someone about your latest miracle. 

 For 15 year if you wanted me there  I stood by to support you 

when your marriage is about to break; when your child was arrested 

for shop lifting; when you faced an illness you didn’t deserve; when 

the ones who had loved and cared for you all your life died, and God 

carried them home. 

 Now it is time to say good bye.  I will no longer be there for you 

in the same way as I have been as your Senior Pastor 

 If you are angry that your Pastor of 15 year has left, or if you 

carry a grudge for this church because of same past slight, or if you 

are not quite sure what you are going to do next, you have an 

amazing group of clergy and lay leaders who will stand by you.    

 I will always hold you in my prayers.  Sometime in the future 

Bonnie and I will return as your friends.  But now is the time to say 



 

 

goodbye and welcome an outstanding clergy leader who will love you 

and lead you into the future. 

 This week has been full of extraordinary and extravagant 

"good-byes".  Thank you all for your love and support.   

And....the greatest gift you can give us is to welcome Rev. 

Mariellen Yoshino with the love and acceptance with which you have 

surrounded Bonnie and me. 

 

  Amen. 

 

  

  

 


