
1 
 

  
“Creating Sanctuary” 

A Sermon in Duet 

February 2, 2020 

Pelham Road Baptist Church 

John Roy & Ashley Twitchell 

 

Part 1 – John Roy 

When we use a word like unsafe, I think we first think of physical violence. But there’s much 

more to unsafe than violence. Tell people how you feel about an ethical issue and see if they 

shun you. Reveal that you were once raped and how do people treat you differently. Confess 

to having a mental illness, are you still welcomed? Admit that at one point in your life alcohol 

was more important than anything else, what relationships will survive that? 

They say it’s better to be hated for who you are than loved for who your not. The person who 

said that has never cried themselves to sleep because their family rejected them, or because a 

spouse walked away when they heard the whole story. So, to be loved we just keep it to 

ourselves, because when the choice is between being loved or being ourselves, you know 

what we’ll do. 

We are enslaved. Burdened by missed opportunity.  Imprisoned by drugs and past decisions. 

Trapped in what happen when they were 9,22, or 45. Tortured by experiences we did not seek. 

Our particular story may be different from the person on the pew in front of us, but we share 

the same cell, imprisoned by yesterday, trapped by what might have been. 

Whether the issues are in the present tense or the past tense, we hesitate. To be truthful. To 

peel back the layers and acknowledge to others or even admit it to ourselves. To dare share 

the truth and darkness. To say that the person we are now is scarred and broken in ways that 
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may never be healed. We’ve all learned to live with something, maybe we cover it up really 

well. But we wouldn’t ever talk about it. 

God’s desire is for the people called by his name to create a place where it is safe to be 

ourselves, with all our past. To be the one God created and the one formed by life in the 

trenches, without embarrassment or guilt. No matter where or what the experience, present or 

past, to be the only person we are----God’s beloved broken child. Yet at this time I must ask, 

are we willing to be such a place? 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Part 2 – Ashley Twitchell 

 “Imagine. Imagine if every church became a place where everyone is safe, but no one is 

comfortable. Imagine. Imagine if every church became a place where we told one another the 

truth. We might…we might just create sanctuary.”  

Rachel Evans, a modern theologian posed this dream in her book, Searching for Sunday. Can 

you imagine that? A place where we actually showed our true selves, the good the bad and the 

ugly? Where we told the whole story? It sounds kind of scary. Because that means I have to 

tell my deep dark secrets. And you do too. It sounds scary because I don’t know what you 

would think of me after that. Or how you’d treat me. Or if you’d tell anyone else.  

It’s almost as if whatever trauma or disease or experience we’ve had still holds power over us, 

because we have yet to be our true selves, to be the person God created us to be. 

If we dare to imagine this sanctuary community that Rachel Evans describes, if we are so bold 

to hope that we could be such a place, where might we even begin? How do we redefine safe 

in such a way that it means real, vulnerable, seen, and LOVED?  

Well why don’t we start there. LOVED. It’s the message we have proclaimed in all we teach 

and preach. It’s what we have claimed to be our guiding star of faith, straight from Jesus’ lips: 

Love God and love neighbor. We’ll say it as many times, in as many ways, in as many 

experiences as we possibly can. You are loved. God created you as a beloved child. You are 

seen and known by the one who “created your inmost being, who knit you together inside your 

mother’s womb.” The Psalmist says God’s love brought us into being. 
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Loving communities are sanctuary communities – where love comes first, truth is honored, 

vulnerability is respected, and healing happens together. Where we are seen and heard, 

surrounded by God’s love, and surrounded by a community of love. 

 

 

Part 3 – John Roy 

 Long enough, GOD— 
    you’ve ignored me long enough. 
I’ve looked at the back of your head 
    long enough. Long enough 
I’ve carried this ton of trouble, 
    lived with a stomach full of pain. 
…  Take a good look at me, GOD, my God; 
    I want to look life in the eye, 
So no enemy can get the best of me 
    or laugh when I fall on my face. 

   Psalm 13:1-3,5 (The Message) 

The anguish of this writer is that it is too much. I’ve had a stomach full of pain. That’s a 

mouthful. Yet for our part we are respectable folks who would never shout such venom at God.   

“I’ve looked at the back of your head long enough.” Is not something we would say, instead we 

would stay quiet. 

Why do we remain silent? To God or to others. I suspect there are as many as reasons as 

there are people but the result appears to be devastating. 

To hide our story. To waste away.  To shrink. To know who we are, or what we did, or what 

was done to us and to keep it inside, that’s constipation, blockage, that’s the stomach pain that 

makes life unbearable. We have this waste in us that continues to poison our spirit. 

As a deer longs for flowing streams, 

    so my soul longs for you, O God. 
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2 My soul thirsts for God, 

    for the living God. 

When shall I come and behold 

    the face of God? 
3 My tears have been my food 

    day and night, 

  --Psalm 42:1-3 

 

Our weariness may be because of something we have done and it needs to see the light 

of day. Yet our weakness may also be due to something done to us. Our confession may 

take the form of acknowledging our sin OR it could be a confession that we have been hurt 

by the church, abused by someone we trusted, or trapped in addiction. It is in the 
“revealing” that our strength is renewed, our thirst is quenched, and our tears are 
dried.  
 

But how can we confess to God when we do not feel safe in God’s sanctuary? It is unlikely 

we will reveal anything to God, if we cannot be ourselves with God’s people. 

 

AA meetings begin with----“My name is John.  I am an alcoholic.” A confession to God and 

to others. Acknowledging ourselves fully. No one judges, no one skips a beat. There is 

safety in knowing everyone else in the room is an alcoholic.  

 

Safety comes in knowing we are all in the same mess. That explains a lot about church. At 

first glance it does not look like we are all in the same mess. But only because we POSE 

AND HIDE, AND DO OUR BEST TO APPEAR, IF NOT HOLY, AT LEAST 

RESPECTABLE.  

 

 

 “Imagine. Imagine if every church became a place where everyone is safe, but no one is 

comfortable. Imagine. Imagine if every church became a place where we told one another 

the truth. We might…we might just create (God’s) sanctuary.”  
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Part 4 – Ashley Twitchell 

Many of the things we are talking about in the weeks ahead – abuse, addiction, mental 

illness, domestic violence, religious suffering, trauma – all of these things continue to be 

silent killers. They are weapons behind the scenes, just as violent and deadly as guns and 

terrorists. And part of the reason is because, as a society and the family of God, we have 

yet to accept them as reality. We have yet to give these experiences full respect and full 

voice, normalizing and validating open conversation. 

 

“Imagine. Imagine if every church became a place where everyone is safe, but no one is 

comfortable. Imagine. Imagine if every church became a place where we told one another 

the truth. We might…we might just create sanctuary.”  

 

We start with love. We add honesty and confession. Then we give them a voice. We boldly 

claim that these are realities we all face. They are not reasons to judge, they are not things 

to be ashamed of, they do not make us unworthy. They should not be kept silent. 

 

If we dare to be a sanctuary community, we must open ourselves to be a safe place where 

topics and experiences that were once taboo are now welcome and embraced. We must 

not be afraid to say trauma or abuse or disease and love and grace and forgiveness…all 

in the same breaths.  

 

Then they cried to the LORD in their trouble, and he delivered them from their distress. He 

brought them out of darkness and the shadow of death and burst their bonds apart.  Psalm 

107:13-14 

 

Our story is not new – the guilt, sadness, fear, questioning – the Psalmist sang these 

same cries many years ago. 

 

One of the first steps in being a sanctuary community is to be a place that isn’t afraid to 

talk about the darkness. A community who loves one another when we are bold enough to 
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say “I’m hurting,” “Let me tell you my story,” “I’m in the middle of deep darkness,” “This is 

what really happened…” 

 

We know that God sees and hears our sighs too deep for words. We also know that we 

are to be the hands and voice of God. Thus, we want to be a place where we share our 

doubts, fears, pain, and sorrow with one another too. 

 

Part 5– John Roy 

I remember well one of my pastors growing up, Tom Terry. He was short, for an adult, I recall 

thinking. But he was eager to join us as often as he could for a game of basketball. He had a 

good---no a great jump shot for a man who I thought was in his 50’s (turned out he was in his 

30’s). 

Now the folks who gathered each afternoon at the church to play basketball was a combination 

of neighborhood kids, basketball junkies, and a couple of kids from the church. A couple of 

times each week he would come out and join us. On occasions when we had 9 and needed a 

10th the kids would send me to the church office to ASK him to come. 

Well basketball leads to talking and talking ends up with a minister saying to kids, “Listen on 

Sunday if you are not already going to church, stop by here.” Not immediately but in time some 

of the kids, teenagers, and even a parent or two started stumbling in. Since I knew where 

these new faces came from, Brother Tom put me in charge of welcoming them when I saw 

them arrive. 

For an introvert this was a big ask, but I did what I could. I’d sit with them. Ask my parents to sit 

with the adults. Brother Tom did what he could to make them feel as welcomed as the chair of 

the deacons. The church, however, was not as eager. 

Donny King was a couple of years older than me. One of my basketball playground idols.  

I would later overhear standing quietly by the water fountain, that Mrs. King had been married 

a couple of times and her house always had strange cars parked there at “all hours of the 

night” whatever that means. 

Marvin Thatcher, another ball player, was my age, and a friend. The talk around the coffee pot 

was that his father was an “agnostic.” So why did they even bother coming. 
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Turned out our church was not a safe place for those with less than stellar reputations or 

people who struggled with believing in God, or people who had doubts about organized 

religion. If we couldn’t welcome the doubter how could we welcome the abused mother? It we 

couldn’t make room for the person married multiple times how could we welcome the addict? It 

was clear, when you got your life together, and you had all the same answers we had, 

PLEASE come, but otherwise just stay away. 

A church, a place that represents God and the love of God, should be a place where we are 

safe to raise questions, express doubt, express faith, disagree, agree, change or be ourselves. 

Perfect understanding is not a prerequisite for being involved in THIS congregation. We are 
and will be a safe place for the religious explorer, the person who has been married a couple 

of times, the one who doubts, the one that was raped, the person who is addicted, you know 

the person who is like us, broken, imperfect, AND loved by God. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Part 6 – Ashley Twitchell 

Are you as uncomfortable as I am right now? This is probably the last place you expected 

to be hearing some of these things. If you’ve made it this far and not had cause to squirm 

in your seat or tune out and pretend not to hear, well, that’s the very reason we are saying 

it. We are taking away the power of silence, and claiming that this space, this community 

is sanctuary. 

 

“Imagine. Imagine if every church became a place where everyone is safe, but no one is 

comfortable. Imagine. Imagine if every church became a place where we told one another 

the truth. We might…we might just create sanctuary.”  

 

We don’t want to be comfortable. We don’t want to just be another church that preaches 

pleasantries and feel good warm fuzzies. If that’s what you want, you’ll be sufficiently 

disappointed here. 

 

I think God calls us to more work here. Addiction, trauma, hurtful religion, abuse, mental 

illness…. We know these issues and experiences have been off limits and frowned on in 
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many places, especially in the church! But we also know that each of us carries 

SOMEthing-- a silent, unshared part of our story locked in darkness, in silence.  

 

Now we realize, just because we have one sermon, or one month, that doesn’t just 

magically stop the darkness. Healing takes a lifetime, we are always a work in progress. 

Our hope, our intention is to claim that we are light. For all those in any kind of darkness, 

for wherever you and I are in our walk of healing, for anyone who walks in silence, the light 

of Christ meets you where you are. Our doors are open, our arms are outstretched…for 

whatever way you need support. Want coffee? Let’s go! Want to scream, we’ve got a big 

gym and an open field! Want to talk, or cry? We’ll sit with you. We are claiming to be the 

light that shines into even “that” darkness, a community where my whole story, your whole 

story, and God’s whole story are woven together.  

 

 

Part 7 – John Roy 

Our worship theme during February is Loving Communities are Safe Communities. We’ve 

only started to explore what this means for us as a people of God and as a church family. 

We know that darkness is a part of all of our stories 

 

In Job it is written 

God uncovers the deeps out of darkness, 

    and brings deep darkness to light. (Job 12:22) 

 

God has been going into dark places for a long time, and where God goes there is light. 

 

The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it. (John 1:5) 

 

God’s not afraid of the dark, but are we? As we open ourselves to becoming a Sanctuary 

Community, and sharing our true and authentic selves, and facing the darkness of 

untimely deaths, abuse, bad religion, and other brokenness, please know we do not do 

this lightly. We are all at different places in our stories of healing. We are here for you. As 

pastors, as friends, as brothers and sisters in Christ.  
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If you hear nothing else today or the rest of this month, please hear this.  

 

1- You are loved, by God. 

2- You are loved, as you are. 

3- You are loved.  

4- You are loved, by God 

5- You are loved, as you are. 

6- You are loved.  

7- Whole choir – YOU ARE LOVED. 

(Voices from around and within the congregation say these loudly from within the pews) 

 


