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Introduction of Book - “Front Porch Tales”
I have a love/hate relationship with books. I love to look at the cover
and title and the bit on the back; and I think I’m going to get this book, and
then it sits on my bed-side-table or beside my chair and eventually makes it
to my bookcase … but I rarely read them.
I also like to sleep, and reading usually speeds up that process.
I’m not sure how I ended up with this book; but I read it, and loved it.
It’s a series of short stories, published 25 years ago, about the experiences
of family and church life of a young American Quaker Pastor, Philip Gulley.
They are stories of family, faith, community, laughter and love.
And they are written in an easy, laid back style that just makes you
want to read more… even me… I hope you enjoy some of these stories
this morning.
“Family Life & Other Reasons Jesus Never Married”
Phil writes:
Several years ago my Aunts made their annual spring visit to my
folk’s house. We were sitting on the front porch when they mentioned how
nice it would be to have a family reunion before my grandmother went to
glory. I could tell Dad wasn’t wild about the idea because he was sticking
his finger down his throat and making gagging sounds. But within a few
weeks invitations were speeding to the hinterlands.
A few months later the reunion was held and over a hundred people
were there, including my grandmother, who was so close to meeting her
maker that people were telling her what they wanted when she died.
Everybody said it was nice that she got to see all the family before she
passed. But I’m not so sure it was all that great a comfort. You see my
grandmother was a dignified lady who lived a great part of her life in
England, complete with the afternoon tea with pinky finger out kind of thing.
So I don’t think she was particularly soothed with my third cousins playing
dueling banjos on their armpits.
My cousin from Chicago came who has a doctorate and does
research for a university. Truthfully I don’t think he’s a real Doctor because
when I asked him to play golf, he didn’t know how.
My godfather was there. He’s the richest person in our family even
though none of us can figure out how he got his money. He’s also an
atheist, which I didn’t think godparents were allowed to be.
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I don’t know if Jesus ever attended a family reunion. The Bible
mentions that he once went to a wedding. His mother was there too, so it
was probably a family affair. They ran out of drinks halfway through the
reception, so Jesus took some water and turned it into wine.
Jesus said some confusing things about family life. On one hand, he
told us to love one another. But another time, at least according to Luke,
Jesus said no one could be his disciple unless he hated his family. Perhaps
that was Jesus’ way of saying we’re to put him before everyone else. Or
maybe he had just heard his third cousin play Dueling Banjos with his
armpit and he meant it literally.
Who knows what Jesus meant by that? I do know this, though. The
more I work on loving Jesus, the easier it becomes to love my family.
Maybe it’s really a matter of putting first things first. When we love the way
of Jesus first, we’re then sufficiently equipped to, love our families. Even
third cousins with talent galore.
The Second Child
When we were expecting our first child, we decided we wanted to
have five children. Then our first child was born, and we thought two
children had a nice ring to it. We were at the grocery store when we
decided that…figured if God had wanted us to have more than two kids,
he’d have made shopping carts bigger.
Then we became pregnant with our second child. A friend told us that
second pregnancies weren’t nearly as exciting as first pregnancies. We
thought she was terrible for saying that, but after a while we noticed she
was right.
When our first pregnancy test came up positive, I called a hundred of
my closet friends. When our second pregnancy test was positive, I called
my therapist.
When our first son was three months old, we added a room to house
his photograph collection. After three months son number two has one of
those goofy hospital pictures.
Then there’s the matter of clothing. First children have a wardrobe
that would put Liz Taylor to shame…second children take after Jed
Clampett.
First babies you treat like porcelain, second babies like Tupperware.
A friend once told me that when his first born dropped his pacifier they
boiled it for ten minutes...when the second child dropped her pacifier they
told the dog to fetch.
I myself am a fourth child. It took my Dad eighteen years to learn my
name. Grew up thinking my name was “Glenn…I mean, Doug…aaaah,
David…I mean, Phil…” But I don’t mind being a fourth child. Truth is, I kind
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of like that my parents had the chance to test their theories on my brothers
and sisters. I like to think of them as rough drafts.
One thing I have noticed though…when I pray for my children at
night, my affection for each is exactly the same. I suspect that’s how God
must feel too. For him, every child is a first-born. As the old song says,
“Jesus loves the little children…”Even the second ones.
“The Front Porch Classroom”
When I was in the fourth grade, I was offered a job as a paperboy. It
didn’t pay much money, but I knew having a job would build my character
so I took it, good character being important to fourth-graders.
One of my customers was a widow lady named Mrs. Stanley. She’d
watch for me to come down her street, and by the time I’d pedaled up to
her house, there’d be a slushy, very cold bottle of Coke waiting for me. Our
understanding was that I’d sit and drink while she talked.
The widow Stanley talked mostly about her deceased husband,
Roger. “Roger and I went grocery shopping this morning,” she’d say. The
first time she said that, the Coke went right up my nose. I went home and
told my father. Dad said she was probably lonely, and that maybe I just
ought to sit and listen and nod my head and smile, and maybe she’d work it
out of her system. So that’s what I did. I figured this is where the character
building came into play. Turned out Dad was right.
Nowadays we’d send Mrs. Stanley to a psychiatrist. But all she had
back then was a front porch rocker and her paperboy’s ear, which turned
out to be enough.
I quit my paper route after her healing…moved on to the lucrative
business of mowing lawns. I didn’t see Mrs. Stanley for quite awhile until we
crossed paths up at the church’s annual fund-raising dinner. She was standing
behind the table spooning out mashed potatoes and looking radiant. Four
years before she’d had to bribe her paperboy with Coke to have someone to
talk with; now she had friends brimming over. She had found her community
and was luminous with love.
Community is a beautiful thing; sometimes it even heals us and
makes us better than we would otherwise be.
I live in the city now and my front porch is a concrete slab. And my
paperboy is a lady named Edna who drives a twelve-year-old Honda.
Everyday she asks me how I am doing. She’s lived in the city all her life,
but she knows about community, too.
Community isn’t so much a locale as it is a state of mind. You find it
whenever folks ask how you’re doing because they care.
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Two thousand years ago, a church elder named Peter wrote the
recipe for community. “Above all else”, he wrote, *“hold unfailing your love
for one another, since love covers a multitude of sins.” That means when
you love a person you occasionally have to turn a blind eye toward their
shortcomings.
Kind of like what Dad told me about Mrs. Stanley, just nod your head
and smile. Psychiatrists today call that “enabling denial”, but back when I
delivered papers, we called it “compassion.”
Misery To Joy
Every two years we hold a yard sale at our church. It takes that long
for the memory of the last yard sale to fade. Then someone needs help or
the church needs to be fixed, and before you know it we’re rooting through
our closets, digging for treasure.
My wife and I can’t donate much stuff to the yard sale, since a lot of
the things we have were gifts from our church friends. Folks get upset
when they spend thirty dollars on a Madonna and child cookie jar at
Christmas and seeing you selling it five months later, for seventy-five cents.
Right before our last sale, I read an article about how too many toys
can be bad for children. I know they can be bad for parents too, as my wife
threw her back out carrying their toy chest. We decided to donate some of
their toys at the sale. After they went to bed we gathered up everything
they hadn’t played with for a while and took it over to the church. Then—
this will show you how smart we are—we took our children to the sale.
Those church ladies play hardball. Made us pay full price to get those
toys back.
While we were there, we bought some more stuff. Found a toaster
from the 1950’s that works better than the one we bought last year at WalMart. We also bought a Tupperware cake carrier. We don’t ever make
cakes, but it was such a good deal we couldn’t pass it up.
A guy in our church donated a set of barbells. I thought about buying
those, except I couldn’t talk any of the church ladies into carrying them out
to my car.
We made eight hundred dollars. The best deal we got was when one
of the church ladies said she’d donate eight hundred dollars if we promised
never to have another sale. But I think yard sales are a balm to the
church’s soul. Throw a group of people together, pricing and sorting, and all
the little rifts and cracks of the past year seem to fade in the fellowship.
Nothing brings folks together like a misery shared.
The Bible is full of stories of shared misery turning to joy. Like when
Paul and Silas were imprisoned in a jail cell and they were singing songs of
praise. That’s what trust in God can do for you. You can be surrounded by
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outward gloom but overflow with inward joy. That’s why Paul and Silas
were so happy. That and having a built in excuse for missing their church’s
yard sale.
“The Kitchen Table”
My foray into woodworking began when we needed a kitchen table
and my wife suggested I build one. I had the time and although I’d never
built anything before, I thought a kitchen table seemed as good a place to
start as any.
My grandfather had a workshop set up in the family barn. I’d go there
in the morning, turn on the heater, and walk around sniffing the workshop
odours. It took me the month of February to build the table. I could have
done it quicker, but being tucked away in the barn while winter blasted
outside, made me want to dwell on that page as long as I could. In March, I
took the table outside beneath the trees, and sanded it down. Grandpa
came by and taught me how to use slivers of glass to plane the joints
smooth, an old trick I never would have picked up on my own.
I spent a week massaging 5 coats of tung oil into the wood. It takes a
long time to get the finish right on a piece of furniture, but you can’t hurry it,
or the flaws will show, and all your hard work will be for nothing.
Woodworking is a good way to learn that doing something worthwhile takes
time.
I wrapped the table in blankets, loaded it in the truck, and carried it
home. My wife gave me an engraved plate to mount under it so that when
my children’s children play underneath it they’ll be able to see that Grandpa
built it.
A friend came by and wanted me to make him one too, but I told him
no. A man has to be careful not to let his hobby become his business. He
was talking about how his table was constantly falling apart and lamenting
the shoddy workmanship of today’s craftsmanship...people slapping things
together in five minutes expecting them to last a lifetime.
We started sharing about how that isn’t only true about furniture; it’s
true about life. Folks get discouraged because God doesn’t make them
saints overnight. They don’t understand all the years of God-work that go
into making one’s life a thing of beauty—a lot of shaping, a lot of
smoothing, a lot of finishing. And if we rush the process, the flaws will
surely show.
Once a week I rub a coat of lemon oil into my table. It reminds me
that my table is never really finished. Kind of like me.
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Final Thoughts
I really hope you all enjoyed these lighthearted stories about our true
human natures. When I first looked at today’s stories; looking for a common
thread, right away I saw ‘love’ as the most obvious theme for me.
In these stories we heard of the love that God makes available to us
everyday…through our relationships with him and with each other.
As God sent Jesus, his only Son, to pay the ultimate price for our
sins…by dying for us on the cross…Jesus settled the score, once and for
all, taking our sins and short comings on himself, forgiving us for all our
wrong choices, making the way for us to be reconciled and made new, and
his love for us became unconditional.
We cannot and never will be perfect, yet God always chooses to
forgive us, when we ask him, and God loves us always, in spite of
ourselves. God is especially pleased when we make the choice to forgive
and overlook, and get past each other’s weaknesses and faults, and show
that same unconditional love to our friends, our families, and in our
relationships.
Some of the ways we saw love today…
In the love we share with each other as we work together, side by
side, for a common cause in our community or church…
In the love we show when we hit the ‘pause button’ of our busy lives
and take the time to listen to someone who is lonely or hurting…or we take
the time to lend a hand to someone in need, or do a favour for a friend…
and we saw Love… in the pride and rewards that result from the care and
love and efforts we put into our labours or hobbies…
As Christians; it’s not about what we bring to service each week but
what we take ‘from’ here when we go home. What we take back to our
workplaces, our communities, our families and to the world we live in.
It’s about taking the love of God revealed and made known to us, and
then sharing and displaying that love in every action or reaction we make in
the circumstances and the stories of our own personal lives.
Again, we will never be perfect, but as we try to remember to act and
respond in a loving manner, we can and will make a difference and maybe
brighten someone’s outlook on life, even for today.
How will you make a difference or bring a smile to someone’s face
when you leave here today? Show God’s love in every relationship, in each
circumstance you face…share it with a world in need of that perfect love.
Amen. Thanks be to God.
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