
               The LORD God made garments of skin for Adam and his wife and clothed them. 
Genesis 3:21

 
 
Let me be precise. The church was not damaged on Friday night. The sanctuary was damaged,
but not the church.
 
Now, the sanctuary is a wondrous place of worship. It’s a beautiful place where human ability
and human talent have created a unique space in which we can gather as God’s people to give
heart and voice to our faith in Jesus Christ.
 
But the sanctuary is not the church. The church is the body of Christ, the church is the body of
people who work together under the guidance of the holy spirit to reach others with gospel
truth and gospel love in mission, ministry, worship, and fellowship.
 
And the church has not been damaged. Because the church cannot be confined to a space.
Wherever we gather, the church is. Wherever we work together for the purposes of Christ,
the church is. As long as you believe, as long as you respond, as long as you bear witness to
Jesus’ grace and love, then the church is undamaged.
 
Sure, we are going to be displaced. The worship experience is going to be different, and in
human terms, maybe not as good. No magnificent pipe organ or grand piano for a while. No
stained glass to inspire us for a few weeks. And the hymns do not match the sermon, because
the sermon I had written must wait because we need to talk about the fire. 
 
 However, we  are still the church and we still have vital ministry to perform here in Beaufort
and this is exactly what we are going to do. Our calling, our ministry, our faith, are  far too
great for a simple fire to quench. 
 
We’ll manage to set up some offices over here, we’ll manage to keep stuff going and try not
to get in each other’s way too often as we continue Preschool and UMYF and YAH Club and
Bible Study and Logos. We will be patient and kind and help one another and not only survive,
but succeed.
 
We do live outside the Garden. That is, we live in a fallen world in which bad stuff happens.
Fire, hurricane, illness, accident, all this is part and parcel of living outside the Garden, where
everything was just the way it’s supposed to be. Peace, harmony, goodness, glory. That’s how
God intended us and the world to be. But we live outside that world, outside the Garden of
Eden, outside Paradise. 
 



But did you notice that when we lost Paradise, we did not lose God’s watchcare over us? God
made garments for the man and the woman, because God knew they would need extra help in
facing the fallen world, a world of wolves and cold and trouble and turmoil.
 
The world is sometimes dangerous, sometimes disappointing, but it is not God-forsaken. It’s
a world in which sanctuaries catch fire, but it’s also a world in which God is present to comfort,
to guide, to lead.
 
Now, to apply all this to Friday night. Some observations.
 
1) God did not cause the fire. Insulation wearing off from electric wires caused the fire. But in
every situation, God is present to make possible a Godly, gracious, goodly outcome. I do not
know if it was providence or accident or plan that I was in the church Friday afternoon. I will
give God glory, but not take any special credit for myself. 
 
I’m not usually there on a Friday afternoon , but when I was sick a few weeks ago  I had had to
postpone a meeting with a couple who want to get married. They are both teachers; Friday at
4:00 was the first time we could meet.     
 
Because I was there, I was able to call 911. At the very least, this is a reminder for us to be
aware of, and savor, the many times in our lives when things turn out better than we could have
expected. We tend to dwell on catastrophes, and forget the many blessings that encounter us
along the way.
 
2) When God’s people encourage one another, good things happen. This couple I am going to
marry are not even going to be married at Ann Street. I’m going to perform the ceremony, but
at a different place. This couple has no ties to this church. And yet this couple, when we
smelled what seemed to be a wood fire burning, stayed with me and helped me try to sort
things out. 
 
They encouraged me to take it seriously. We went outside, and did not smell the wood
burning, which meant the odor might indeed be coming from inside. By that time, an electric
circuit had failed, which meant the key pad no longer worked, and I was locked out. So I called
our custodian, Lee Jones, who was in Morehead City. Lee could have said, I’m too busy, it’s
probably nothing, but he came over, with a key. He and his wife, Geri,  and I looked around,
found nothing, but with their agreement, I called 911. That couple, and Lee and Geri gave the
encouragement for me to continue take the situation seriously. When God’s people encourage
one another, good things happen.
 
3) Let’s not learn wrong lessons from catastrophes or near-catastrophes. Sometimes we view



God as a bully who throws a tantrum when things are not the way He wants things to be. And
so we might think God caused something horrific to change something relatively minor. For
instance, the sermon I was supposed to preach today  now has been postponed twice. Once
because of the snowstorm and  now because of the fire. 
 
The wrong lesson is: God does not want that sermon to be preached.  After all, the sermon is
not blasphemous and even if it might not be really good, well,  God has heard plenty of
mediocre sermons, so what’s one more? Would God really send snowstorm and sanctuary fire
just to keep a sermon from being preached? I know the example is absurd, but when we forget
that God is a God of grace and mercy, then we begin to come up with all sorts of foolish
responses.
 
Yes, God often tries to teach us lessons. He speaks to our hearts. He  leads us to reassess things
in response to situations. But for God to send major catastrophes to teach lessons turns God
into a tantrum-throwing two year old. The God revealed in Jesus is not of this sort. 
4) I did not save the sanctuary. The wonderful firefighters from Beaufort, then Morehead City,
and Atlantic Beach, saved the sanctuary. I just made the call. God gives each of us unique talents
and abilities. The firefighters used theirs. 
 
And I am touched by how carefully they worked. They could have just gone ahead and smashed
everything in looking for the fire, but instead, once they saw the smoke, made careful cuts to
find the source. We have three neat holes; they could have gone wild with axes, but did not.
 
Again, we live in a world in which fire occurs. But it is also a world in which God provides for
us. Animal skins for Adam and Eve. Fire Departments Friday night. The danger is real, for the
world is fallen, but so too is God’s care over creation, even if it is fallen. And sometimes this
care comes to us through human institutions, such as fire departments. 
 
5) Dramatic events invite us to reconsider things. Having almost lost the sanctuary, God invites
us again to realize how central faith and response are. Already in the outpouring of people
offering prayers and help and moving stuff and setting up, I see good things continuing to
happen among us and through us. In this fallen world, God does not cause to happen everything
that does happen, but in every circumstance, God has the power to work it for good. I see that
truth and that power at work today.
 
Finally, I am so thankful for this congregation and the ministry we share. Ann Street is not a
museum, it is a vital, living, and responsive church. We will, in time, again be able to savor the
beauty of the sanctuary and worship again where generations have worshiped. To God be the
glory for that.                  
 



But more importantly, to God be the glory, that despite the fire in the sanctuary, the church,
the church, the church, is undamaged. Amen. 
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