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SABBATH CONNECTIONS: REFOCUS
1 Corinthians 13

In Wayne Muller’s book, Sabbath: Finding Rest, Renewal, and Delight in our Busy Lives, he 
introduces a confession Thomas Merton, the 20th Century Anglo-American Catholic writer and mystic
used each time he turned to God in prayer:

My dear God, I have no idea where I am going. I do not see the road ahead of me. I 
cannot know for certain where it will end. (Muller, Page 187)

For me, when I read this … my plight was described completely. 


Rest, Reconnect, Refocus and Restore … the four parts of my Sabbatical Plan.  Today, on this the 
fourth Sunday of Lent, we look at Refocus.  Here is what I wrote in my Plan:

Life is a continual journey in which we all try to understand who we are, what we 
are called to do, why we are here ... all in relation to our faith (our God). There have been 
many changes in my life and along the way in my faith journey ... truly transformational 
moments. I’ve never taken the time to really sit down and map these things out, but this 
is something I want to examine while I am on Sabbatical.

St. Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 13:11 – “When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I 
thought like a child, I reasoned like a child; when I became an adult, I put an end to childish 
ways.” How I have developed through the years as a person, as a pastor, as a friend? I need to 
know.


Last week I read this Muller quote about Sabbath:

Sabbath does not require us to leave home, change jobs, go on retreat, or leave 
the world of ordinary life. We do not have to change clothes or purchase any expensive 
spiritual equipment. We only have to remember.

(Muller, Page 8)

While I’m on Sabbatical, I plan to spend time thinking, remembering, talking about the 
“transformational moments” … those times, which changed me forever.  I want to write about them; 
examine them; remember them as I talk with the folks who were a part of that process.  And this 
morning, what I want to do is take a few moments to begin the process of “remembering” my journey … 
thinking about the ways I have changed through the years.  And as I do that, I encourage you to begin 
thinking about YOUR journey.  As I’ve said from the beginning, our hope is that as I am on Sabbatical, 
you might have the opportunity to experience Sabbath in important … maybe even life changing ways 
as well.

Let’s begin the journey…


Muller, in his chapter, Being Sabbath, opens with this paragraph:
As early as I can remember, I was both drawn to, and pained by, the sorrows of 

others. I was pulled toward their hurts, which, however they tried to hide them, I saw as 
clearly as my own hands. For reasons I did not then question, suffering people have 
always come to me. 

(Muller, Page 179)
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I can identify with Muller completely.  For me, I have always had a heart for people who are 
suffering, the underdogs, the outcasts.  And for some reason, suffering people have always come to 
me.


I have always been a part of the church.  As a fourth generation Presbyterian, from the time I 

was a small child, worship and Sunday School were for me routine, ordinary events in my life … thanks 
to my mother.  There was never a question as to “if” I would be in church on Sundays … it was just 
assumed that was part of life.  For those of you old enough, can you remember the special pins we 
received each year for perfect attendance at Sunday school?  I received those every year!  And if we 
were visiting the cousins in Columbus, well the Lucarelli boys would be in Sunday school with them 
and bring a note back to prove we were there.

And so, I’ve always believed in God.
However, God has taken on many different shapes and CHARACTERISTICS over the years.
Yes, God has always been loving, but in the mix, early on, was a God who was also One to be

feared … a God of “wrath” and “judgment”.  And although, I don’t recall ever hearing it preached about, 
hell was a very real threat and positive motivator.  I sure didn’t want to go to hell, and so I tried my best 
to be a good boy and “honor my father and mother”.  The redwood paddle my dad made, with the 
strategically placed holes drilled in a tight neat diamond pattern, was my reminder of what hell could 
be like for bad boys and girls.

We learned the stories of the Bible as children.  They were drilled into us on a three-year cycle.  
So we knew them well.  As we got older, there was Youth Club on Wednesday nights, and of course, 
choir.  There were always so many kids around.  That was in the late 50’s and early 60’s when the baby 
boomers were first sprouting.  It just seemed that church was the thing to do.  Most of my social life 
revolved around the church, especially in my teen years.  That’s where my friends were and that’s where 
we wanted to be…

As I’ve mentioned on numerous occasions, I was 12 years old when I decided to be a minister.  I 
knew that I wanted to help people.  I had observed my pastor, Dick Ferguson, as he worked with the 
members of the congregation and can remember the warmth with which he went about his duties.  
Even at that early age, I was very aware of the hurt people experienced in their lives.  I knew that God 
could help them during those difficult times.  I wanted to be one of God’s conduits, as Rev. Ferguson 
was for his flock.

With the talk of being a minister, and I guess the fact that people found me approachable, 
friends and even acquaintances would often come to me to talk about their problems … I’ve always 
been a good listener.  In my teens, I can clearly remember conversations I had with those twice my age 
and older … people sharing their pain and wondering where God was in the midst of the hurt.  Can you 
understand why that paragraph from Muller’s book really spoke to me?  He said, and I echo, “For 
reasons I did not then question, suffering people have always come to me.”

So, this is my destiny … my call.

But that is not to say that through the years I haven’t had my doubts … wondering where God is
and why God allowed suffering to continue.  

There was a period of about five years when I wasn’t sure of anything spiritually … 1970 to 1975.  
College often does that to us.  I quit going to church.  I had gone to college to play football.  With a bad 
knee, football was eliminated.  Karen and I were married.  We had a baby.  I started a business with my 
father.  And the responsibilities became huge.  I felt trapped.

In 1974 I started feeling a pull back to church and actually started working with a youth group.  
My main teaching tool was not the Bible, but the rock opera, Jesus Christ Superstar.  I soon ran out of 
things to do with the youth and decided I needed some sort of resource to help me with teaching the 
kids and so I enrolled in the Bethel Bible Series at church and spent two years studying, learning God’s 
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plan for man.  It was also during this time that I was invited to participate in a weekend workshop at 
the church on how to evangelize.  What a weekend it was!  For the first time in my life I actually 
understood that a relationship with Jesus was the key to being a Christian.  I could KNOW Jesus as I do 
my friends.  At the close of the weekend, I said a prayer and asked Jesus to enter my heart.  My life 
changed dramatically!  May 5, 1975 was a turning point…

I can remember running home to tell Karen what had happened to me and to tell her that she 
was going to hell unless she asked Jesus into her heart.  Her reaction was not what I expected.  And the 
ensuing six months were rather rocky for us.  Karen had been a believer from the time she was little, 
growing up in the Lutheran Church in Pittsburgh.  Me telling her she wasn’t one now … well, that’s 
another story for another time.

Let me describe for you my faith at that time.  Clearly it was a black and white kind of thing.  God 
fit nicely into my little box … a box that I padded and wrapped up rather neatly by immersing myself in 
conservative, evangelical, fundamentalist theology.  I read insatiably … anything I could get my hands 
on that supported my newfound “belief system.”  

Now, I do have to say that those years were in some ways, idyllic.  God said it, therefore I 
believed it … end of discussion. I was told what to believe and in turn told others what they needed to 
believe.  It was all rather simple.  And I had great success with the youth group doing just that.  Music 
was a major asset to my ministry as well.  Playing the guitar, and singing the great songs of the 
contemporary church in the 70’s, was quite a draw.  I was described as the Pied piper of youth.  The 
song that became my trademark was, “Pass It On.”  To this day, the folks at Calvary Presbyterian 
Church in St. Clairsville still equate singing that song with Terry Lucarelli’s ministry.  With the success I 
achieved, people in my church encouraged me to go back to college and on to seminary.  

That dream of a young boy at 12, was being fulfilled…


Fuller Theological Seminary in Pasadena, California was my choice.  It was the largest 
evangelical seminary in the country and there I felt my “belief system” would be reinforced.  Was I in for 
a surprise…  

A debate was raging at the time in seminaries all over the country … Fuller was no exception.  
Inerrancy vs. Infallibility.  Was the Bible inerrant … meaning was every jot and tittle placed there by 
God?  Every word exactly how God had intended?  Or was infallibility the rule of faith?  That God used 
imperfect humans to record the message of the Bible, and in the midst of its flaws and contradictions, 
the message is still the same … 

Now … at this point in the sermon, I could go on for another couple of hours filling you in on all 
the challenges to my faith … to MY “belief system” … that I’ve confronted along the way.  But as I stated 
in my Sabbatical Plan, this is what I intend to do while I am away … to really examine the challenges, 
the changes, those transformational moments and try to make sense of all that has happened in the last 
30 years.  My hope is that when I return I’ll be able to share with you where I am in my journey … my faith
and relationship with God RESTOred … and maybe I can help you with yours.  

However, the one constant that has never changed over the years … clear back to my earliest 
years of memory … is my understanding of Love as the central theme of God’s Word … that God loves 
us, therefore we love one another.  

I preached a sermon to you back in October of 2004.  This is what I said:
The fact is … we should seek love as our center-point, even ahead of faithfulness.

After all, Paul understood that completely. 1 Corinthians 13 says, “And now these three 
remain: Faith, Hope and Love. And the greatest of these is … [what?] … love.” Paul didn’t 
say anything about faithfulness being the greatest thing. The reality is: People can be 
Faithfully Wrong.  They can Faithfully move to very narrow and bigoted positions and 
stands … causing a lot of hurt and pain in other’s lives.
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And so, we’ve got to be careful what we are being faithful about.


And so, with love being the motivator all of my life, as I said at the beginning of this sermon: I 
have always had a heart for people who are suffering, the underdogs, the outcasts.  It has been this 
suffering of others, the pain of others, the hurt of others that has touched me in deep ways … causing 
me to rethink my faith often … to change.  

The little boy in my church in Oklahoma who was hit by another member of my church when 
he ran out into the street chasing his ball.  How could God let that happen?
Little Bethany Vogt, the baby daughter of missionaries who died in a hospital in Oklahoma City 
just six weeks after her birth.  These were people of deep faith and belief in God.
A young woman in Akron shunned by her family because she was gay.  She was a Christian, but 
was told she was going to hell.
One of my dearest friends, Charlie Weaver, dropping dead of a heart attack at the age of 51.  
Why God?
My own brother suffering with AIDS.  That turned MY world completely upside down and 
shattered the neat little box in which I had placed God.

All these things have caused me to question my faith … my God.  Where will it all lead?  What
will my faith look like five years from now?


Wayne Muller has helped me as I’ve tried to understand Sabbath … as I prepare myself for 3 

months of reflection.  He says this:
In the quiet, the truth emerges: I do not know where I am going. I am riding a wave I 

cannot see. The wind blows where it will, and we hear the sound of it, but we cannot tell from 
whence it comes or whither it goes. Such is the way of the spirit. A woman awakes to find her nine-
year-old daughter dead, an aneurysm in the night. Another woman finds a lump in her breast. 
A third woman falls unexpectedly in love. We do not know how it will go. Only inertia and faith 
keep us upright—and still we worry, and often.  (Muller, Page 189)

I honestly don’t know where all of this is going to take me.  But my hope is that we all can be 
open to the Spirit in ways we’ve never been open before.  

Let Mother Teresa’s words be for us inspiration:

Let us remain as empty as possible
so God can fill us up.

Amen and Amen.


