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Along with the Heidelberg Catechism we are resourcing this sermon and study series 
with a book called Body and Soul by Dr. M. Craig Barnes who is the president of 
Princeton Theological Seminary.  Along with the book, there are video clips for the class 
as conversation starters.  For those of you who haven’t seen the book, I’ll share how Dr. 
Barnes opens the first chapter of his book. 
 

I was sitting in the audience at my daughter’s graduation from college.  The 
speaker, a well-known politician, launched into the same rhetoric I’d heard at 
my own graduation.  “Your life is in your hands,” he said.  “You are the 
master of your own fate.  So dream your own dreams, set your goals high, 
reach for the stars, work hard, and you can be whatever you want to be.”   

 
Once the cliché’s get rolling, they’re hard to stop.   
 
I doubt any of us are so out of touch with our limitations that we really believe 
we can be whatever we want to be.  Yet the commencement speeches about 
endless possibilities go down so easily.  Just because they’re fantasy doesn’t 
mean they lack power.  And we want desperately to believe that with hard 
work anyone can get the life he or she wants. 

 
Barnes goes on to talk about the notion you and I have about creating our lives through 
our choices.  We’re free to choose a job, a spouse, if and when we will have children, 
where we will live, and how we will be involved in the community.  And – if we do not 
find our choices fulfilling, we simply need to make different choices.  And if we don’t like 
the new choices, we need only choose again, and again, driven by the illusion that we 
can eventually find our way into a life we enjoy. 
 
If only I make all the right choices.  This is living the illusion that your choices and my 
choices are what create our lives.  It’s living in the illusion that this is our reality – 
believing our lives are in our own hands – and THAT illusion, in turn, is what leaves us 
constantly anxious and fearful.  How do we find comfort from such doubt?  Such 
anxiety?  Not by making more choices.  Our choices lead us only to more doubt and 
insecurity because they continually taunt us with the persistent voice, quietly but 
steadily underneath, that says, “I could have chosen differently.” 1   
 
The truth is, our lives are not our own.  Oh, to be sure, we can influence our lives to 
some degree – sometimes to a great degree – change direction; chart new courses; 
realign our purposes – but there are forces and influences and factors over which you 
and I have no control – which means ultimately, we are NOT in control.   
 



Like the first step of Celebrate Recovery – or AA – admitting a sense of powerlessness 
is the foundation upon which our lives must rest. 
 
I have a friend named Blair.  He’s a pastor.  He joined my Community of Pastors group 
in 2000 – two years before I did, while he served as the head of staff of a large church 
in Dallas.  He and I also serve on the Princeton Seminary Board of Trustees together.  
Blair retired three years ago at age 66, after a GREAT 40 year run of ministry in a 
couple large Presbyterian Churches – including First Pres York.  He’s a fabulous pastor 
and scholar.  Because of that run, he got hired to do some part time teaching at Austin 
Seminary – teaching a class that is basically about all the things he WISHED they 
would’ve taught him in Seminary.  They are lining up to go to his class!!  He’s loving the 
part-time work; and is enjoying travel with his wife Cyndy. 
 
On June 28th, I learned my friend Blair was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer.  
Preparation and plans for possible surgery included multiple tests, which unfortunately 
discovered a number of small tumors on his liver.  Surgery is now off the table.  He 
started chemo last week. 
 
Talk about realizing your life is not your own; not able to be controlled by all the choices 
you make.  
 
The sudden, unexpected turn in Blair’s life is not unique.  All of us either know someone, or 
love someone, or maybe even are ourselves someone who has faced a gut-wrenching, 
mind-numbing, heart-stopping news of some awful diagnosis, some unexpected tragedy, 
some horrendous accident or act of violence, or one more overdose.   
 
But – listen to my friend Blair’s words, in one of his recent reflections: 
 

I have been surprised by the fact that a cancer diagnosis, instead of robbing me of 
time, has actually given me the gift of time.  It shortens to-do lists, clears 
calendars, and creates some long expanses of unexpected time.  Don't get me 
wrong.  Cancer is no fun.  The news wreaks havoc on your family and those who 
love you.  It has a way of threatening a future you thought you had coming to you.  
However, living by faith in a God to whom we belong "in life and in death" means 
that, in every season, enjoyment is possible. 
 
And this is the miracle: I am enjoying this challenging time.  I am enjoying the 
deep, loving letters that come in the mail each day from so many of you.  Cyndy 
and I are enjoying our life together.  I am enjoying the thought of seeing my 
daughters and their families soon when we travel to Pennsylvania to visit them.  I 
am enjoying ENJOYING, if that makes any sense.”  Maybe what I’m feeling is the 
opportunity to live fully in the present moment.  Much love, Blair 
 

The comfort of which Blair speaks – in the midst of such anxiety – is not everyone’s 
experience. 
 



But the fact is, you and I – everyone of us, not just the Blairs we know – but all of us live 
in anxious times.  Because ALL times are anxious.  Which in itself is testimony against 
the myth of progress.  As scholar NT Wright says, “It’s clear evolution and progress are 
not our answer or our comfort.  If evolution gave us Hiroshima, Auschwitz and the 
Gulag, it can’t be all good.   
 
There is no observable reason in science, philosophy, art, or anywhere else to suppose 
that if we simply plow ahead with the enlightenment dream these glitches will be ironed 
out and we’ll get to utopia eventually.  It’s clear that the cosmos as a whole is not 
evolving toward a golden future.  The myth of progress is exactly that – a myth.  And it 
will never solve evil.  It underestimates the nature and power of evil itself, and thus fails 
to see the vital, critical importance of the cross.”2  
 
The cross.  God’s reversal on and defeat of the power of evil, and God’s claim on this 
world, and everything in it. 
 
This is why the opening of the Heidelberg Catechism is such a rich and powerful 
declaration:  “What is your only comfort in life and in death?   That I am not my own, but 
belong – body and soul, in life and in death – to my faithful Savior, Jesus Christ.”   
 
A sergeant in a parachute regiment regularly took part in night-time jump exercises with 
those who were fresh out of jump school.  One evening he was seated next to a 
lieutenant fresh out.  This was to be his first night jump. 
 
The lieutenant was quiet and looked a bit pale, so the sergeant struck up a 
conversation.  "Scared, lieutenant?" he asked. 
 
He replied, "No, just a bit apprehensive." 
 
The sergeant asked, "What's the difference?" 
 
The lieutenant replied, "That means I'm scared, but I have a university education." 
 
Everyone in here is bright enough to know they’re not in charge.  But at least some – if 
not much of the time – all of us are dumb enough to pretend we don’t know that, and act 
accordingly – believing we and our choices create our lives, that we really can rule the 
roost; that we belong fully to ourselves, and whatever we intend.  And we are then 
surprised or angry – or both – when things don’t go as we planned.  Which means we 
have looked for comfort as the old song says, “in all the wrong places.”   
 
The authors of the Heidelberg Catechism knew they were speaking to people in need of 
comfort – which meant that it is a timeless document because EVERY generation needs 
comfort.  But in this case, speaking against the background of a religious system that 
required works of penance to help pay for one’s sins, the Heidelberg proclaims the 
comfort of belonging to a Christ “who has fully paid for all my sins.” 
 



They were speaking in a context where constant war, famine, disaster, and plague were 
evident.  What generation hasn’t seen all of that?  And in that time, the Heidelberg 
proclaimed the comfort of belonging to a Christ who “watches over me in such a way 
that…all things must work together for my salvation.”  And even the number of hairs on 
my head are known to God.  And in God’s hands, nothing, and no one, is ever lost.” 
 
The funny thing about the context of Heidelberg?  It was commissioned in the midst of a 
city - Heidelberg, the capital of the Palatinate, one of the states of the Holy Roman 
Empire, right in the center of Germany, a really, really crucial city with lots happening 
there.  In the midst of this city, the Calvinists (those following John Calvin) and the 
Lutherans (those following Martin Luther) – two branches of the infant Protestant 
movement – were arguing with each other over minutiae.  Arguing, for instance, over 
what exactly happens at the Lord’s table, the right use of images in church buildings, 
how much ceremony in worship, what type of garments should be worn by those up 
front in church – getting lost in the details; lost in the weeds.  Minor questions, over 
minor concerns, in the practice of faith. 
 
Instead of worrying about those things – the question should be, “What is it that can get 
us back on our feet; that enables us to stand in the midst of this broken world?”   What 
is our only comfort?   
 
From the Heidelberg Catechism, grounded in Scripture, comes this startling answer.  The 
comfort of the Gospel is the discovery that our lives do not belong to us.3   Thanks be to 
God.  As most of us know, when we realize that, we discover that is very good news. 
 
If you want to keep making choices, than make THIS choice.  Choose to believe that 
your life belongs to a Savior, Jesus Christ.  And upon believing that, know there is 
nothing in all creation that can separate you or me from His love. 
 
What is your only comfort in life and in death?  Now that’s a question worth knowing the 
answer to.   
 
And when you know the answer, you’ll know, no matter what happens, you’ll know you 
belong, body and soul, to your faithful savior Jesus Christ.  Thanks be to God.  AMEN. 
 
 
 
1. M. Craig Barnes, Body and Soul:  Reclaiming the Heidelberg Catechism; Faith Alive 
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2. NT Wright, Surprised by Hope, Chapter 5, Cosmic Future: Progress or Despair? 
3. Barnes, op. cit. 
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