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Westminster Presbyterian Church                      January 30, 2022 Heritage Sunday 
Dayton, Ohio            Richard Baker

Sermon: What Makes Us Great
Focus: But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people . . . 

Once you were not a people, but now you are a God’s people—1 Peter 2:9-10

“We are ghosts or we are ancestors in our children’s lives. We either lay our mistakes and our 
burdens upon them, and we haunt them as ghosts. Or we assist them in laying those old 

burdens down, and we free them from the chains of our own flawed behavior, and as ancestors, 
we walk alongside of them, assisting them to find their own way, and some sense of 

transcendence.”—Bruce Springsteen, Springsteen on Broadway

First Scripture Lesson: Exodus 19:1-5

Both of our Scripture Lessons this morning convey the promises of God.

The first from the Old Testament, the Book of Exodus, occurs right after the Israelites 
have escaped from slavery in Egypt and as they are approaching Mount Sinai.  There, 
God tells Moses that he, God, will make them a people.  They will be God’s people, a 
holy nation, a blessing to all the peoples of the earth.  This—what is still to come—is 
their heritage.  Listen now for God’s Word to us Exodus, Chapter 19, verses 1-6

On the third new moon after the Israelites had gone out of the land of Egypt, on that 
very day, they came into the wilderness of Sinai. They had journeyed from Rephidim, 
entered the wilderness of Sinai, and camped in the wilderness; Israel camped there in 
front of the mountain. 

Then Moses went up to God; the LORD called to him from the mountain, saying, “Thus 
you shall say to the house of Jacob, and tell the Israelites: You have seen what I did to 
the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles ’wings and brought you to myself. Now 
therefore, if you obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured 
possession out of all the peoples. Indeed, the whole earth is mine, but you shall be for 
me a priestly kingdom and a holy nation. These are the words that you shall speak to 
the Israelites.”

Second Scripture Lesson I Peter 2:1-5, 9-10

Our second Scripture Lesson, from the New Testament, the First Letter of Peter, also 
conveys a promise of God.  Once again, God promises to take a scattered bunch—the 
followers of Jesus—and make them into his people.   

It is a promise to us as the church.  Listen now for God’s Word to us, First Peter, chapter 
2, verses 1-5 and 9-10:
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Rid yourselves, therefore, of all malice, and all guile, insincerity, envy, and all slander. 
Like newborn infants, long for the pure, spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow into 
salvation—if indeed you have tasted that the Lord is good.

Come to him, a living stone, though rejected by mortals yet chosen and precious in 
God’s sight, and like living stones, let yourselves be built into a spiritual house, to be a 
holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.

But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, in order 
that you may proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his 
marvelous light.

Once you were not a people,
but now you are God’s people;
once you had not received mercy,
but now you have received mercy.

Sermon

We Americans have a funny attitude towards the past; you could call it conflicted, but 
you could also call it funny.

On the one hand, we Americans have long been dismissive of the past.  For so many, 
America was a fresh start, a new beginning, a break from the past, with all its prejudices 
and oppressions, so much so that it was called, “the new world.”  The open seas, the 
open road, the wide open highway, the wild blue yonder—that’s the way to America.  
From the western frontier, to Alaska as the last frontier, to John F. Kennedy declaring 
space the new frontier—we Americans have always been on the move, wanting to put 
the past behind us.

But on the other hand, we Americans have always been nostalgic for the past, 
celebrating, even romanticizing, the Old Worlds we have left behind.  

The Celtic Festivals and St. Patrick’s Day Parades, the Germanfests, the Hispanic 
Heritage Festivals, the Greek Festivals, the African-American Cultural Festivals, the 
Asian Food Fairs—events like these are standard fare, not only here in Dayton but in 
every city and burg, large and small, across America.  And along with the music and the 
dancing, and the costumes and the contests, there’s always food—food, food and  . . . 
more food.  

Which puts those of us of Scottish heritage at a distinct disadvantage.  I mean the 
bagpipes and the banners, the kilts and the tartans—they’re all great!  But the food?  
That stuff they eat for breakfast over there?—haggis? I mean would you ever go to a 
“HaggisFest”?
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I know I know: Robert Burns, the beloved Scottish poet, wrote a poem about haggis, 
(“Good luck to you and your honest, plump face, Great chieftain of the puddin’ race!”) 
but really. . . that great chieftain of the puddin’ race is made from sheep pluck.  
Margaux, Knox Choir, when you’re over there this June—go ahead, try it . . . Who 
knows? . . . You might like it.  Just don’t ask what’s in it.

As I said, we Americans have a funny, maybe even conflicted, attitude towards the past: 
on the one one hand, we want to wash our hands and be done with it; on the other 
hand, we want to celebrate and go back to it.  

You can hear this in the the very names of our towns, cities and states: New England, 
New York, New Jersey, New Hope, and New Harmony, to name only a few.  Why in 
Ohio alone there are over 180 place names of Scottish origin: Glenmoor, Glencoe and 
Glasgow; New Albany, Newburgh Heights, and Newkirk.

And it’s not just about our pasts in distant parts of the globe; no, it’s also about our own 
American pasts, here too.  When you look back over the past 246 years of US history . . 
. or wait is it the past 403 years of American history?  

You probably know what I’m referring to: do we date the American founding from 1776 
with the Declaration of Independence or from 1619 with the arrival of the first enslaved 
Africans to American shores?  This latter position being recently put forth by the 1619 
Project in The New York Times Magazine, and in the accompanying anthology, The 
1619 Project: A New Origin Story.

Some heavyweight academic historians have weighed in on both sides of this debate, 
and if you read them in the pages of The Atlantic or elsewhere, you’ll see that it’s a 
more subtle and and fraught (historically, morally, and emotionally) question than might 
seem at first.  

But of course our times being what they are, nothing stays subtle or fraught for long.

So in response to the 1619 project, the National Garden of American Heroes was 
proposed featuring statues of 244 American historical figures: political leaders, business 
people, athletes, celebrities and pop culture icons; from Johnny Appleseed to Johnny 
Cash, from Sitting Bull to Frank Sinatra, from Helen Keller to Kobe Bryant. 

And so our deep-seated American inner conflict about the past—do we wash our hands 
of it or do we celebrate it?—becomes yet another point of contention in our ever-
escalating culture wars.

But with one slight twist, or rather one large, lurking, largely unstated, anxiety: maybe 
we can’t wash our hands of it, maybe we can’t escape it.  Because the 1619 Project 
argues that our nation is inherently racist, that’s what defines us, it’s who we 
are—always has been and (although this is more by implication than by assertion) 
always will be.  History . . . as indictment. 
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They came to the New World to escape the sin of the Old, only problem is that they 
brought it with them.  It had to be.  It was in the cards.  It was in them.  History . . . as 
tragedy.

We are either ghosts or ancestors; we are either ghosts or ancestors.  That’s what 
Bruce Springsteen says in his show, Springsteen on Broadway.  And he should know.  
Because if any single popular artist—if any one human being—embodies our conflicted 
American attitude towards the past, it’s Bruce Springsteen. 

He grew up in New Jersey, and all his songs are about wanting to get out . . . to leave, 
New Jersey.  His big breakthrough hit?  A song called, Born to Run:

“Baby this town rips the bones from your back; It’s a death trap, a suicide rap, we gotta 
get out while we’re still young, because tramps like us, baby we were born to run.”

And yet at the same time, his songs are all about loving New Jersey, going back and 
celebrating it. 

Jersey Girl for example (it’s a slow-dance song): “Cause down the shore, everything’s 
alright you and your baby on a Saturday night, cause nothing matters in this whole wide 
world when you’re in love with a Jersey girl.”

Or this one: My Hometown (it’s a ballad): “I’d sit on my father’s lap in that big old Buick 
And steer as we drove through town, He’d tousle my hair and say, “Son, take a good 
look around.
This is your hometown.
This is your . . . home . . . town.”

I mean this is a guy who, when he became a big rock star who could live anywhere in 
the world he wanted—where does he end up building a house and raising his family?  
That’s right—New Jersey!  About 15 minutes from where he grew up.  His hometown.  

New Jersey haunts Springsteen’s songs, almost as much as his father does. 

You have to remember he came of age in the 1960’s: a skinny, sensitive kid who grew 
his hair long (much to the disapproval of his elders), and who wanted, more than 
anything else, to be a rock star.  But even more than that, he wanted his father’s love 
and approval.  And he just couldn’t get it.  

It wasn’t that his father didn’t love him, he did—somewhere deep inside him, he did.  It’s 
just that his father couldn’t express that love, he couldn’t even get it to it.  His own 
darkness, abetted by his depression and his drinking, just wouldn’t let him.  



5 of 

About the only thing Springsteen’s father could say to him—did say to him—through all 
his teenage years, was yelled upstairs through the kitchen grate: “Turn down that 
blankety-blank guitar.”

It’s a song called Independence Day, and it’s about leaving home the next morning:

Well Papa, go to bed now, it's getting late
Nothing we can say is gonna change anything now
We wouldn't change this thing even if we could somehow

'Cause the darkness of this house has got the best of us
There was just no way this house could hold the two of us
I guess that we were just too much of the same kind
Well, say goodbye, it's Independence Day.

It had to be.  It was in the cards.  It’s in both of us, all of us—the darkness.  History . . . 
as tragedy.

But then again, maybe not: Because in his Broadway show, Springsteen tells a different 
story about his father. 

He was living in southern California; he and his wife were expecting their first child.  
Now a big rock star, Springsteen had set his parents up very nicely, in a very nice 
house—their own house—in northern California.

And one morning, Springsteen’s dad just shows up at their door—no phone call, no 
warning, just drives 500 miles to show up unannounced at 11:00 in the morning, six-
pack in hand.  And so there the two of them sit, in the dining room, beers open, and a 
long silence—a long, long silence—between.  But then . .  well, I’ll let Springsteen tell 
the story:

Then my dad, never a talkative man, blurted out, "You've been very good to us." And I 
nodded. And then he says, "And I wasn't very good to you." 

Springsteen describes his reaction to this:

And the room just... well, stood still.  To my shock, the unacknowledgeable was being 
acknowledged. If I... if I didn't know better, I would have sworn an apology of some sort 
was being made. And it was. 

Here in the last days, before I was to become a father, my own father was visiting me to 
warn me of the mistakes that he had made. 

And to warn me not to make them with my own children. [He was there] To release them 
from the chain of our sins, my father's and mine and our fathers' before. 
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To release my children so that they might be free to make their own choices and to live 
their own lives. 

And so the distinction between ghosts and ancestors:

We are ghosts or we are ancestors in our children's lives. We either lay our mistakes, 
our burdens upon them and we haunt them. Or we assist them in laying those old 
burdens down, and we free them from the chain of our own flawed behavior. And as 
ancestors, we walk alongside them, and we assist them in finding their own way and 
some transcendence. 

My father, on that day, was petitioning me for an ancestral role in my life after being a 
ghost for a long, long time. 

It was the greatest moment in my life with my dad. And it was all that I needed.

Today is Heritage Sunday.  And so I’d invite you, today, or some other day, to go 
downstairs to Heritage Hall (down those front stairs, right below the narthex).  You 
know: we’ve got a model of the old log cabin there, our first church building, back when 
we were called First Presbyterian Church, the first church in Dayton.  And on the wall 
there hang all the portraits of the old pastors and choir directors: Hugh Ivan Evans, Fred 
Speakman, Bob Stouffer, John Finley Williamson—they’re all down there. 

I go down there myself sometimes, late at night, to talk with them.

Now in case someone’s worried (“Poor Richard, the pressures of the job have finally 
gotten to him”), I want to assure you: I’m not down there talking to ghosts; I assure you, 
I’m not; I’m down there talking to ancestors, our ancestors.

Oh we laugh and we talk, all of us, down there, in Heritage Hall.  They all love the 
music: John, Brent and Jason practicing the organ all the time, all the choir practices, 
the bell choirs—that’s one of the reasons they all hang around the church so 
much—they love the music.  And they love this church—“it’s a great church,” they all 
agree.  And they love to tell stories about the church—they’re preachers, after all.  

Hugh Ivan Evans who was pastor here for over 30years from 1923 to 1955—he loves to 
tell the story of how this building had finally been built in 1926 (before that he said 
“Westminster had been worshipping at various places all over Dayton, wandering 
around “like the lost tribe of Israel,”). The building had finally been built and members 
had pledged to pay for it over a period of 20 years; and then—boom! 1929—The Great 
Depression hit.  And people couldn’t pay their pledges.  And so a lot of them stopped 
coming to church: “they were suffering, afraid and ashamed,” Hugh explained.

“But that’s precisely why they needed to be in church,” he went on, “to know the love of 
God, So I cancelled all the pledges, just ripped em up, and told them to come back to 
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church—just come—if they could pay a dollar a month for the building, great!  But just 
come back and be part of us again.  And they did—and we paid off the building in five 
years.”

And then Evans looked at me squarely in the eye: “You have to trust the promises of 
God, Richard, you have to trust the promises of God.”

We all have our ancestors—those who walk alongside us, who help us to lay their 
burdens, our burdens, down, who assist us in finding our own way and some 
transcendence so that we might be free to make our own choices and to live our own 
lives.  

We all have our ancestors. I know I do.  I talk to my mom and dad every day.  And I 
know you do too.  We all have your ancestors—that’s what Heritage Sunday is all about.

But they’re not what make us great.  What makes us great—what makes a church 
great, what makes a people great, is not what we have been, but what we aspire to be.

Dedicated to the proposition that all human beings are created equal and to that 
unfinished work, the great task remaining before us: a new birth of freedom.  That’s 
what makes us great as a people—what we aspire to be. 

A treasured possession a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own 
people, in order that you may proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of 
darkness into his marvelous light.  That’s what makes us great as a church—what we 
aspire to be.

Westminster Dayton is a great church.  And we’re going to come out of this pandemic 
strong.  And we need to: we need to be here: because people are suffering, our world is 
suffering, and we need to be here so that they can come back and be part of us again 
and know the love of God.

We have to trust the promises of God.

Today is Heritage Sunday, and that is our heritage.

Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord.

Amen.
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