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In determining how to approach our topic for this evening – Historical Portraits – it 

seemed to me that one question needs to be contended with immediately; that is, what do 

we mean when we speak of history? What is an historical portrait? It’s a basic question 

and while most would agree that history in some way implies speaking about the past, not 

all would agree on where emphasis should be placed when one is doing so. Sometimes 

there are difficulties in determining exactly what a speaker or author meant. Did Jesus 

mean that we should literally pluck out our eyes if they cause us to sin? What was his 

intent? Was he speaking literally or figuratively?  

In understanding history through the text, therefore, various approaches have been 

used in order to help us better understand. Historical criticism, for instance, focuses on 

such things as authorship, date and place of writing while literary criticism emphasizes 

the structure of a passage and writing style.  Meanwhile source criticism attempts to 

discern where ancient writers received their material and form critics seek to move 

behind the text itself in order to figure out oral forms that must have pre-dated the 

written. While each of these approaches to history can be informative and useful, I 

believe that tonight the focus on any one of them, or even all of them together, will not 

provide us with a full picture, certainly not a rich portrait, of women in the early church 

and beyond.  

 So, how can we begin to paint historical portraits? I’d like to suggest that 

direction can be found in the writings of Eusebius, a fourth century leader in the Church 
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who took upon himself the task of writing the very first History of the Christian Church. 

Acknowledging the daunting nature of this task and his own human inadequacy, Eusebius 

writes 

This project requires kindness on the part of the reader, since I feel inadequate to 

do it justice as the first to venture on such an undertaking . . . But I pray that God 

may guide me and the power of the Lord assist me . . . I will begin with a concept 

too sublime and exalted for human grasp: the ordering of events [by God] and the 

divinity of Christ. Anyone intending to write the history of the church must start 

with the Christ himself, from whom we derive our very name, a dispensation more 

divine than most realize.
1
  

Like Eusebius, those of us gathered here tonight have a daunting task set before us. Like 

him, we seek to know our history because we recognize that our history shapes who we 

are and not only that but also that the history we write serves to shape that which our 

daughters, sons, granddaughters and grandsons will become. Eusebius wrote his history 

of the church not only to record past events but also to seek to shape and direct the future 

of the Church. Thus for him it was imperative that his history be centered in Christ; that 

is, that Christ himself be the starting point.   

 To write the history of the Church and indeed to be the Church whose history we 

write is an awesome responsibility. As Lutherans, we understand that the only way to 

ensure that our starting point is Christ is to look to scripture, the very Word of God that 

governs our lives. Yet, looking to scripture does not always ensure that we make Christ 

our starting point. The words of scripture are there for our reading but they require that 

                                                 
1
 Eusebius, Historia Eccelsastica, 1.1 in Paul Maier, Eusebius -- The Church History: A New Translation 

with Commentary, Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel, 22. 



 3 

we read, mark, learn and inwardly digest them. This is no easy task for when we do so, 

we do so with our twenty-first century minds and always, however unwittingly, we carry 

our own twenty-first century world-view into our interpretation. An example of how 

important one’s world view is to interpretation as well as how confused one can become 

by a differing world view can be seen in the bewilderment of a grandmother when her 

sixteen year old grandson sees a very thin and pretty girl go by and declares that she is 

“so phat!” What? “She looks pretty skinny to me” says grandma. But grandma doesn’t 

know that the young man is not saying “she’s fat,” F-A-T but rather “she’s phat,” P-H-A-

T, that is, “pretty hot and tempting.”  

Well, other than a bit of confusion, there’s no harm done by a mix-up over fat, F-

A-T and phat, P-H-A-T.  After all, the young girl probably won’t be insulted because she 

no doubt speaks the same language as grandma’s grandson. When it comes to Biblical 

interpretation, however, our twenty-first century world view, which we bring in without 

even knowing that we do so, can sometimes cause the words of the text to say things to 

us that are more in line with our own culture than with scripture itself. At times, these 

interpretations create stumbling blocks so to speak; barriers that deter people from the 

faith rather than draw them to it. Instead of helping us carry out Matthew 18 --While you 

are going about your business, make disciples of all nations – these barriers that become 

our history can cause us to work against the great commission. 

So, how are we to responsibly determine whether scriptural interpretations that act 

as stumbling blocks for some people, are truly from Christ and therefore are essential or 

are simply from our own cultural world-view and might unnecessarily be blocking the 

very message of Christ that we wish to share? The difference is not always easy to 
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discern because sometimes our own world view can cause us to focus on a particular 

point, one that is a puzzle or a stumbling block for us, and miss the larger point of the 

text. For instance, consider the scriptural statement that Jesus was born of the virgin 

Mary. This is not an easy text to accept and it is not uncommon today for people to 

question the immaculate conception of Jesus. In the words of one of my students recently, 

“I have faith and all but I just can’t buy that part. I mean, come on, it just doesn’t 

happen.” The student was honest. He simply voiced the doubt that many have in our 

scientific age – “it just doesn’t happen” – or so we, with our scientifically oriented 

twenty-first century brains, think.  

Interestingly though, the immaculate conception, a common focus today in 

discussions about the birth of Jesus, was not a major stumbling block to the faith in the 

first century. Quite frankly, immaculate conception was thought to be fairly 

commonplace among gods and important rulers. Augustus was thought to have been 

conceived by Apollo who visited his mother in the form of a snake;
2
 Zeus likewise, in the 

form of a serpent, was said to have impregnated Olympias, who then gave birth to 

Alexander the Great.
3
  Zeus also conceived Herakles by appearing in the form of his 

mother’s husband, thus tricking her into intercourse with him.
4
 And if we go back to the 

sixth century BC in an entirely different cultural context, we find the story of the Buddha 

having been conceived through the impregnation of his mother by a god who entered her 

side in the form of a small elephant.
5
 Indeed, so prevalent was the notion that gods were 

immaculately conceived that Origen, the great third century teacher of the Church 
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acknowledged that when speaking to Greeks it was quite useful for Christians to refer to 

Greek stories such as these in order that people would understand that Christians weren’t 

the only ones to make such incredible claims about their gods.
6
 In other words, to show 

that they weren’t any wackier than many other groups of the day.  

Immaculate conception, then, was a reasonable claim to make regarding a god in 

the early centuries. Unlike today, it was not such a thing to be puzzled over. Something 

else, however, about Jesus’ birth to the virgin Mary definitely was problematic – her low 

social and economic status; her poverty! As Christians today, we are quite accustomed to 

thinking about our savior being born in a stable and lying in a manger situated amongst 

cows and goats and rats and the like. Yet, for people in the ancient world, such a scenario 

was unthinkable. It was the poverty of Mary, not her virginity, that presented a huge 

stumbling block for the average first century person. Poverty simply did not fit with the 

first century’s view of a god.  

So counter-cultural was the notion of a god being born into poverty that one 

powerful second century pagan, the Roman orator Celsus, used Mary’s poverty to 

discredit both her and her son. In a treatise against the Christians whom Celsus viewed as 

social dissidents, he wrote that the mother of this Jesus was nothing but a fraud and that 

the story of the virgin birth was a mere fabrication.  It could happen, he implied, but not 

in this case. Mary, he claimed, was simply a poor, conniving tramp who had managed to 

get caught. She had been “turned out by the carpenter who was betrothed to her as she 

                                                 
6
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had been convicted of adultery and had a child by a certain soldier named Panthera.”
7
 He 

goes on to mock the Christians by saying  

Then was the mother of Jesus beautiful? And because she was beautiful did god 

have sexual intercourse with her, although by nature he cannot love a corruptible 

body? It is not likely that God would have fallen in love with her since she was 

neither wealthy nor of royal birth; for nobody knew her, not even her neighbors . . 

. When she was hated by the carpenter and turned out, neither divine power nor 

the gift of persuasion saved her. Therefore, these things have nothing to do with 

the Kingdom of God.
8
  

 

 As I consider the historical portraits that have been painted of Mary, it occurs to 

me that cultural norms rather than Christ, have been, and continue to be, the starting point 

for determining our focus when we read the story of Jesus’ mother and his birth. Early 

on, it was her poverty that made her witness questionable. A god would not be born of a 

poor woman! Today, it is the miraculous, seemingly impossible nature of her son’s birth 

that gives people pause.  

What would happen if we, as twenty-first century readers of the text, stepped out 

of our own world-view and instead shifted to a first century focus. We would not deny 

the virgin birth, indeed there is no need to do so; but we would have to take a great deal 

more seriously the notion that our God was born in poverty and that this does make him 

incredibly different. No other god in human history touts a birth in poverty! No other god 

in human history stoops so low as to be born of a woman who could not even afford a 
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good hotel room and a cradle! Yet, how easy it is to miss the wonder of this fact. In the 

United States today, we learn from a very young age that with hard work and education, 

the poor can become rich; the kid from the ghetto can become president. We know it does 

not always happen but we fully believe that it can. We take it for granted; and we often 

take it for granted as we read the familiar Christmas text. Yet, to do so is dangerous. It is 

dangerous because it can cause us to miss the stable and the manger. It can cause us to 

fail to start with Christ; and in that failure, we miss the great wonder that God chose 

Mary, the poor peasant woman Mary, to be the mother of his son. 

 Celsus found Mary unacceptable as the Mother of a god but for our God, Mary, 

just as she was, was more than acceptable – she was in the words of the angel Gabriel 

“the highly favored one”
9
 God chose her. How often do we, like Celsus, miss God’s 

messengers because we erect boundaries that are culturally based rather than Biblically 

based? And how often do we, like the college student, zero in on a point that then gets 

magnified because of our own cultural norm, and thereby miss the main point of the text 

– in this case that Christ comes for all, not just for the rich and important ones but also 

for the poor, the desperate and the forgotten ones? In the words of Mary – that he has 

come to exalt the lowly, to lift up his handmaid and to lift us up as well. 

  

 God, it seems, rarely chooses his followers by the same process that most of us 

use. Let me tell you about another woman who, if I were God, I would not have chosen 

as my witness.  Living in fifth century Antioch, Pelagia was a woman who would have 

made the unnamed woman at the well appear virtuous! Wouldn’t you think Jesus, and 
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thereby his followers after him, would have learned from that experience??? Why are you 

speaking with a woman; and a harlot at that?  

 This story begins with the bishop of Antioch, Nonnus, who is called a “most holy 

man of God,” “a marvellous man and a most observant monk of the monastery.” Lesser 

bishops had assembled to hear the address of the great bishop Nonnus. They waited in the 

courtyard, assembled in all their piety. Nonnus was about to begin when, as the text 

relates,  

. . . suddenly there came among us the chief actress of Antioch, the first in the 

chorus in the theatre, sitting on a donkey. She was dressed in the height of 

fantasy, wearing nothing but gold, pearls and precious stones, even her bare feet 

were covered with gold and pearls. . . When the bishops saw her bare-headed and 

with all her limbs shamelessly exposed with such lavish display, there was not 

one who did not hide his face in his veil or his scapular, averting their eyes as if 

from a very great sin. But the most blessed Nonnus gazed after her very intently 

for a long space of time. After she had gone by, he turned round and still gazed 

after her. Then he turned to the bishops sitting round him and said, “were you not 

delighted by such great beauty?” When they did not reply he buried his face on 

his knees over the holy Bible which he held in his hands and all his emotion came 

out in tears; sighing deeply, he said again to the bishops, “Were you not delighted 

by her great beauty?” Still, they did not answer, so “Indeed,” he said, “I was very 

greatly delighted and her beauty pleased me very much.”
10
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Just as Jesus saw something in the woman at the well that his disciples could not see, so 

Nonnus sees something in Pelagia that is lost on the other bishops who are all wrapped up 

in their own forms of piety; they had been culturally conditioned not to consider such a 

woman as this one.  

So, as the story goes, that night Pelagia, having been deeply moved by Nonnus’ 

sermon, returns to the bishop and begs to be baptized. Vowing to give all of her earthly 

possessions away to be used for the widows, orphans and the poor, she throws herself on 

the floor crying, 

I beg you my lord, imitate your master the lord Jesus Christ and pour out on me 

your goodness and make me a Christian. My lord, I am an ocean of sin, a deep pit 

of iniquity and I ask to be baptized . . . I know my sins and they are more than the 

sands on the sea-shore: water like the sea is little compared to the extent of my 

sins. But I trust in your God that he will forgive me . . .
11

    

Seeing the extent of her humility and her desire for baptism, Nonnus baptizes Pelagia, 

gives her communion and sets her up with a spiritual mentor. Who would have figured 

that a harlot would make such very great repentance? Most bishops could not see God’s 

work in Pelagia but Nonnus had.  

Even so, on the eighth day after her baptism, the story gets even stranger. Pelagia 

disappears into Jerusalem, never again to be seen by Nonnus. Years later, the deacon 

James pays a visit to a monk living in a cell high on the Mount of Olives, the place where 

Jesus had also prayed. He came because he had heard of the famous monk, the man 

Pelagius,  who was renowned for his very great teaching. Well, you can probably guess 

how the visit ends: James stands by the cell and calls Pelagius’ name but there is no 
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answer. Finally he breaks into the cell and finds the great monk dead. In deepest 

mourning, holy monks come from several monasteries. They carry the body out of the 

cell as if it were a very great treasure chest of silver and gold. But then, horror of horrors. 

As the text tells it, 

When the fathers began to anoint the body with myrrh, they realized that it was a 

woman. They wanted to keep such a wonder hidden but they could not, because  

of the crowds of people thronging around, who cried out with a loud voice “Glory 

to you Lord Jesus Christ, for you have hidden away on earth such great treasures, 

women as well as men.”
12

  

Here was Pelagia, a great treasure of the desert, first unrecognized as such because of her 

unsavory lifestyle and then because of her sex. To be acceptable to the world, Pelagia had 

donned men’s clothes and become “Pelagius” rather than “Pelagia” but unlike the world, 

God knew her as she really was. The Lord Jesus Christ accepted her as she really was, as 

a great treasure, as the harlot of the desert who was redeemed, who was acceptable 

because of his grace and not because she fit, or did not fit, any particular social norm. 

When reading Pelagia’s story, one almost gets a side portrait of Jesus laughing – standing 

and grinning at the great joke that was played on the faithful – aha!  The great monk is a 

woman! They never expected that! Their world-view had led them to believe that such a 

thing was not possible. However, with God, all things are possible! 

  

God does not always work according to the common world-view. In fact, 

sometimes he seems to positively delight in going against the grain of culture. Let me 

jump back to the second century, to the story of a young woman named Blandina. 
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Blandina was a nobody; a weak and sick young slave woman whose life and story would 

have been entirely forgotten except for our friend, Eusebius the Church historian, who 

deemed it “worthy of perpetual remembrance.” Keep in mind that for Eusebius, the 

starting point for deciding what should go into the Church’s history is Christ. So why 

should Blandina, a low-life, find a spot there?  

 Let me briefly set the scene. The year is 177; the place -- Lyon in southern 

France, an area that is, at this time, under the jurisdiction of the Roman empire. Some 

years prior Polycarp, the great bishop at Smyrna (one of Paul’s churches in the east) had 

sent Pothinus, a now elderly man, to plant a community of Christians in the west. In this 

growing cosmopolitan urban area (previously just a Roman fort) situated at the 

confluence of the Rhone and Saone Rivers, Pothinus gathered a group of the faithful 

around himself. It was a small and diverse Christian community; made up of men and 

women, Greek immigrants and Roman citizens, rich and poor, professionals and slaves.  

 Contrary to the manner in which Rome is often painted, the empire was actually 

very tolerant of a wide variety of religious beliefs.  As Rome conquered more and more 

territory, it always took pains to synthesize traditions of the conquered areas with its own. 

The Gallic territories in which Lyon is situated benefited economically after the Roman 

invasion since Rome improved and vastly expanded trade routes and also provided much 

needed military protection along border areas. In return, however, Rome expected the 

local area to unify itself in loyalty to the imperial government. While Rome was happy to 

permit locals the freedom to worship their own deities it was expected that in conjunction 

with that worship, they would also pay homage to the emperor and the civic gods of 

Rome.  
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As one might expect, pagan citizens had no problem with that policy, accustomed 

as they were to honoring a wide variety of gods. For Christians, however, the policy was, 

of course, unthinkable. They could not make sacrifice to the emperor and remain faithful 

to Christ. This civil disobedience may have been overlooked in some other time period 

but in the second century, Roman anxiety was already high in regard to people living in 

the Gallic areas.  The empire did not want to risk a resurgence of these wild tribes that 

had been brought under control not so many years before through the great efforts of 

Julius Caesar. Now, these Christians with their exclusivist and irreverent behavior toward 

the gods dredged up in Roman minds memories of the old uncivilized and dreaded Gallic 

tribes. From the Roman perspective, the empire could not afford to let these dissidents get 

out of hand. 

Furthermore, only ten years earlier in 167, a plague of epidemic proportion had 

ravaged the empire causing tremendous loss of life and shaking the imperial 

infrastructure. Throughout the empire, stories circulated, linking the illness to the anger 

of the gods. The effect was not unlike that which we have witnessed following hurricane 

Katrina as so many have arisen to declare the disaster a result of God’s anger. The 

obvious question to follow is: “With whom is he angry?” Who caused this to happen?” In 

our day, the answers have been loud and insistent -- drunks frequenting Bourbon street, 

gays, lesbians, pro-abortion groups, the Bush administration and of course all those who 

mock God by not taking the Bible in whatever way a particular group considers correct. 

In 177, in Lyon, the answer was equally loud and insistent -- “The Christians!”  

 It was obvious! These decadents, these Christians, refuse to take part in civil 

ceremonies. By their refusal to sacrifice, they mock the gods, they mock the governor and 
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they mock the emperor. They’ve got to go! And so, they are rounded up, beaten, tortured 

and thrown into prison.  Pothinus, the elderly bishop, dies of asphyxiation in an 

underground cell no bigger than a modern day dishwasher. Blandina and a few others are 

put through several rounds of torture: whipped repeatedly, roasted in an iron chair placed 

over hot coals and thrown into the arena with a variety of wild beasts.  

But Blandina’s torture and death differs from the others. Eusebius reports that  

the woman Blandina 

. . .  was filled with such power that those who tortured her from morning to night 

grew exhausted and knew they were beaten . . . They were astounded that she was 

still alive, since her whole body was smashed and lacerated, and they claimed that 

any one of the tortures was enough to end life . . . 
13

 

Finally, her tormentors hung her up on a wooden post – like Jesus nearly two centuries 

earlier she was made a spectacle, hung up as a warning to others that this is what happens 

to dissidents, to criminals. Yet, while the torturers thought this lowly woman was meeting 

the most humiliating and worst fate that could be dished out, Eusebius reports that as her 

fellow believers looked at her hanging there in the form of a cross they saw in her  

. . . the [very] one who had been crucified for them [and because they saw Christ] 

she aroused through her vigorous prayer, very great zeal in those contending for 

the prize; in order that she would persuade those who have faith in him that 

everyone who has suffered for the glory of Christ has communion forever with 

the living God.
14
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Blandina’s ordeal is remarkable because according to the witness of the Church believers 

saw in her, in the body of a poor lowly slave woman, Christ, the one who had been 

crucified for them. Blandina, the slave woman, is given the honor not just to be among 

his disciples but to actually hang in his stead. And, just as Jesus prayed for his disciples 

from the cross, Blandina too, prays for her community, acting as intercessor for them. 

According to the text, it is “through her vigorous prayer” that she is able to persuade her 

tortured and frightened fellow believers that they too would finally gain “communion 

forever with the living God.”  Blandina’s story starts and ends with Christ. In the 

beginning, Christ chooses her to be among his witnesses and in the end, he chooses to 

reveal himself specifically in her. Blandina re-presents Christ; at Lyon, she stands in his 

stead. This is the reason Eusebius deems her story worth recording in his history. It is, as 

he insists, indeed “worthy of perpetual remembrance.”
15

 

But why would Christ choose the likes of Blandina? Frankly, it is unlikely that 

even her own Christian community would have chosen her had it been left to them. Early 

on in the story, we are told that her mistress is afraid she is too weak and will recant 

under torture. Surely, the bishop Pothinus or even the deacon Sanctus, whose story is also 

told, would have been a better choice of person in whom Christ might reveal himself.  

Within the context of the wider second century Gallo-Roman community it is 

even less likely that Blandina would have been chosen for anything special – she was 

poor, she was probably an immigrant, she was a slave and she was a social dissident to 

boot. Furthermore, because she was a woman, Blandina’s low status was inscribed in her 

very body. According to understanding of human anatomy in the ancient world, there was 

but one sex. What I mean by this is that men and women were understood as the same in 

                                                 
15

 Eusebius, HE 5.Introd. 2 



 15 

type, that is, there was not an understanding of differing chromosomes that resulted in the 

conception of either a male or female child. Instead, at conception, males and females 

were thought to be biologically the same. They only came to differ gradually during the 

gestational period. If the mother’s body had high heat, the child would be more fully 

cooked; the organs of regeneration would drop down, and the child would be born a 

male. A cooler womb meant that the organs of regeneration would remain internal; that 

is, they would not drop down, and consequently the child would be born a female. With 

this view of anatomy, the biological model was one of hierarchy rather than of duality. 

On the hierarchy, maleness was understood as the standard and female the sub-standard; 

heat produced a more perfect child. Perhaps you have heard Aristotle’s famous statement 

that “the female is as it were a deformed male.”
16

 Aristotle did not hate women; he 

simply was a scientist and a philosopher who operated within the biological paradigm of 

his day.  

 It was a paradigm within which Eusebius also functioned. He understood that as a 

woman and as a slave, Blandina represented the lowest of the low. I believe God also 

knew that and he chose to use her anyway because in the words of Mary a few hundred 

years earlier he had come to exalt the lowly. A victim at the hands of  Rome, Blandina, in 

the hands of Christ, becomes victor. In her victory, she portrays Jesus, likewise the 

ultimate victim at the hands of humanity, but transformed through his father into the 

ultimate victor – the savior who gathers all those who have faith into communion with 

himself. 
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In the story of Blandina as with the others, we see that God does not always 

operate according to the common cultural framework. Yet, interpretations of texts, both 

scriptural and historical, often do. As time went on, Eusebius’ story of the martyrs of 

Lyon has continued to be told but the role of Blandina has been minimized. Look her up 

in an encyclopedia and you will sometimes find her listed only under the entry for the 

bishop Pothinus. At other times, you might see a short entry acknowledging her amazing 

ability to endure such intense suffering or an entry that refers to her as a brave woman 

who died for the faith. You will rarely, however, see it acknowledged that her story is the 

apex of that narrative. Neither will you see it emphasized that the witness of the Church 

states that she hung in the form of the cross and that in her, with their own eyes, believers 

saw, not just a brave woman, but Christ himself, intercessing with God on their behalf .  

When I read the story of Blandina I wonder how many other times I, and all of us, 

have failed to recognize Christ working in the world because he does not always work in 

the manner that we have come to expect; and because he does not always operate 

according to our cultural norms. Our failings in this regard are not much different than 

the failings of those who have gone before us. We are not much different than the Roman 

orator, Celsus, who could not recognize Jesus because he questioned God’s choice of 

Mary as the mother of a god. We are not much different from Jesus’ disciples who had 

trouble seeing the woman at the well as a great evangelist because she was a woman and 

an adulteress. Neither are we much different from the monks in the Syrian desert who 

failed to recognize the holy monk, Pelagia, because they expected the body that they 

carried out to be that of a male, and not a reformed female actress and harlot.   
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Over and over throughout history we see God using to his purpose women and 

men who because of cultural norms would not have been chosen if humans were in 

charge. In the Middle Ages, we could site the examples of the great Hildegard of Bingen 

and Joan of Arc, both of whom admitted to experiencing supernatural visions that in their 

day scandalized a few but which were accepted as genuine by most. Hildegard was 

actually ordered by her archbishop to write down her visionary experiences and her 

writings later gained papal approval. Joan’s supernatural experiences came not only in 

the form of visions but also as voices – voices that were heeded by King Charles who 

then allowed her to direct several military campaigns. 

If these women lived in our day, I doubt their visions and voices would be 

recognized as coming from God. Rather than placing them in the spiritually gifted 

category, several other labels that might apply come to mind: delusional, prone to 

hallucinations, schizophrenic, maybe manic. But in these cases, our labels would not 

come from God. Rather, they would be based in our own cultural mindset which 

automatically leads us to assume that visions and voices indicate mental illness. And 

because of our interpretation, we would miss the witness of such as these women. 

 

Today God continues to make history, that is, to paint portraits that are not always 

the ones we would have envisioned. Sometimes it is hard to let him wield the brush; to 

make Christ and not our own assumptions our starting point. It requires recognizing that 

God is extremely creative; that he can use any of his people in ways that we might never 

imagine. 
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 Some of you might recall that in New Orleans and the Gulf Coast this past August 

29
th

 there was a big hurricane – Katrina – she wreaked havoc on our lives and nine 

months later she continues to do so. Many people still struggle and yet in the midst of it 

all there have also been so many blessings. Volunteers have come from every state, from 

churches and community groups all over the nation. In the beginning we were especially 

excited when we saw the big guys coming; you know, the young men with muscles; the 

ones you can tell lift weights, bench press and all that. Truly, those men are wonderful – 

they can tote muck, they can carry dry wall, they can hoist shingles up ladders and onto 

roofs.  

 But then there are also others. When one woman named Doris arrived with her 

work group from Pittsburgh, some of us wondered if people there were a bit clueless. 

Didn’t they know that on-site hurricane clean-up is not something to put on the elderly? I 

mean, we do expect elderly women to do practically everything else in the Church but 

couldn’t we give them a break this time around?  

 Well, in her mid-eighties, Doris who is about 5’ 2” and weighs less than 100 

pounds, proceeded to amaze us. Going out with her group to muck out a house, she 

shoveled mud, tore out dry wall, and even pushed appliances around with the best of 

them. She could make you tired just to look at her. But better than all of that, was her 

ability to listen and to grieve with the family whose lifetime of memories was now being 

laid out on the curb to await a trash day that might take months to come. It’s hard to see 

your children’s photographs, your mother’s tapestry, your father’s old clock, generations 

of family portraits all dumped in a heap. But Doris knew how to listen, she knew how to 

cry and she knew how to hug. The whole group was the body of Christ in action. Yet, for 
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me, Doris stood out because it was Doris whom I had discounted in the beginning. 

Operating within a cultural frame that says hard physical labor is for younger people, I 

would not have chosen Doris to work in New Orleans if it had been up to me. Fortunately 

for us, it was not – we would have missed an opportunity to see the way God works; to 

witness the way he chooses to use his people according to their gifts rather than 

according to world views that sometimes fit but often don’t. Doris said that her parents 

had always taught her to work hard, that she had always done just that and that she would 

continue to do so until she died. God knew that – even though we did not – and because 

God knew, we were blessed.   

So, as we look back on historical portraits of God’s people through the centuries, 

it is clear that God does not always paint in the same manner that we do. Can we imagine 

future portraits? Might God choose to paint to his purpose that person or persons whom 

the world, sometimes even the Church, finds utterly unacceptable? Might he call on us to 

take up tasks that we never dreamed were possible? When he does will we be able to 

discern that which is the true word of God and that which comes only from our own 

cultural mindset? Will we be able, as we read and interpret the scripture, to follow the 

advice of Eusebius and to begin with Christ, the crucified and resurrected savior who 

came that he might, in the words of his mother, exalt the lowly and fill the hungry with 

good things. 

What will the future look like? One thing is certain: it will be a pity if we seek to 

box God into our own mindset, for God’s portraits are richer, deeper and more beautiful 

than our own. His brushstrokes sometimes defy human understanding but they always 

reveal an artist who loves us and who loves the world; an artist who knows each one of us 
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in our innermost being and who desires to use us not just according to our purposes but 

according to his own.  

 

Elizabeth A. Goodine  


