‘Streams of Mercy, Never Ceasing…’

The great ones in the Kingdom of God are not those of us who are normally “up front”

and “all too visible.” They are rather the quiet ones who in the sanctity of their own hearts

and personalities have simply and steadily appropriated the grace of God in Christ.
Carl Sandburg once wrote an epic piece in praise of commoners called “The People, Yes!” And Harry Truman, when asked how it felt to be leaving the presidency of the United States to return to lay life in Missouri is reported to have responded, “I consider it a high honor to go back to the people.”


Driven as we often are by so many currents that promise to move us “higher” in place and prominence, such words are a bracing reminder of what Jesus had to say about such things, i.e. to seek your life is to lose it and to lose it for people’s sake and the Gospel’s is to find it.


It has always been abundantly clear to me that the great ones in the Kingdom of God are not those of us who are normally “up front” and “all too visible.” They are rather the quiet ones who in the sanctity of their own hearts and personalities have simply and steadily appropriated the grace of God in Christ. They have entered willingly and gladly into those “streams of mercy, never ceasing” that keep flowing through the body that belongs to the Lord.


Open your hearts to remembering and your eyes to beholding and it will amaze you as it has and does still amaze me how many there are. I am both honored and humbled to lift a few of them up from my own experience in ministry.


Hilma Larson comes first to mind, a simple home keeper for an abusive, dying of cancer husband in Middletown, Connecticut when I first met her on internship. A caregiver also to two grown daughters, lovely in their own plain way but somewhat stolid, one of which had serious mental problems. Not much to look forward to each day, but thoroughly devoted and disarmingly generous. Grace-filled life in an everyday, often worn out housedress.


Old John Swanson in Bethany Covenant on Chicago’s south side was another—never more as the world counts things than a hard-working shipping clerk at America Can Company yet to all who knew his faith and character, a spiritual giant. When the church was to move from the mid to far south side of Chicago and few with ample means were prepared to help make it happen, old John stepped forward with $5,000 from his meager savings and said,  “This isn’t a loan and it isn’t much, but maybe it will get us going.” And it did!  A grace-filled saint whose heart was always in the right places.


In the Redeemer Covenant Church (now Beverly), even further south, there was old John Wermelin, the sexton of the church, whose devotion to beauty and order made that church the jewel it was. I found him one day on hands and knees scrubbing the metal edges of the stairs to the basement with Ajax and a toothbrush. A grace-filled doorkeeper in the house of the Lord.


In Paxton, Illinois, there were Marge and Jim Anderson, who brought cookies and canned green beans to our door the first day we arrived, and never ceased—though quietly, in the background—to both pray for and bolster our spirits. There were also Bob and Myrtle Bankson, she the kindergarten teacher of two of our children and he one of the finest chairpersons the church ever had. Then there was Elvin Nelson, the church treasurer, who always gave me our check with a smile, saying, “It ain’t much, pastor, but you deserve it.” Whenever Elvin felt blessed in church, which was often, he would start smiling and clapping, purely for joy. He was infectious, without knowing it.  Grace-filled believers, these, never self-important but always there.


In Hilmar, California, where Alyce and I served next, there were Dorothy Peterson and Elsie Ahlem, originally Klint sisters, both clearly in those “streams of mercy never ceasing” that still flow from biblical times. They, respectively, were the Mary and Martha of Hilmar, in whose presence and home all kinds and types of people met Jesus and experienced gracious hospitality. Neither ever thought as highly of their own self as they did of the other, but both, being true to their natures, lived grace-filled lives that touched hundreds, even thousands.


In the Covenant Offices, where we later served for 28 years, there was our memorable Kaffe Tåren host, Ruth Youngberg, whose care for us twice daily in her basement domain was remarkable. She was a feisty, grace-filled saint, unpredictable in many ways but ever herself. When I grew up in the North Park Church she had been my Sunday School teacher and from those days on, no matter where she saw me or what office I had now achieved, I was always “Jimmy.” And when passing the communion tray to me one early morning in worship, having long forgotten what the pastor had instructed us to say to each other, she simply blurted out, “Take it, Jimmy, it’s for sinners!” Tears still come to my eyes recalling that moment. How right she was, and still is. One more grace-filled life lived out in praise of God.


Over a decade now into retirement, my continuing experience of those “streams of mercy, never ceasing” still keep inspiring and shaping me. Six years working on Glad Hearts, with over 700 readings in Covenant literature from the mid-19th century to the present not only moved me by their quality day after day but, too good to keep to myself, had me calling family, colleagues, and friends at all times of the day and night to share the blessing.


And, in each of five interim ministries now--in Winnetka, Illinois, Bethany, Roseville, Bloomington, and Salem, all in the Twin City area--the list of the grace-filled has become a cascading witness to those same “streams of mercy, never ceasing” of which the hymnist speaks. What an honor it is to serve the church and its people. I keep saying that I get more from them than they ever have gotten from me. And it’s true.


I have watched Milton Johnson at Winnetka—former chairman of the board of publications in earlier years, yield gracefully to the rheumatoid arthritis that finally took his life this year. And I have observed Susie Eckstrom, a former youth worker at Bethany, care for her husband Wally over years with his Altzimer’s Disease, demonstrating unusual patience, even spirit--and of course great love and sacrificial grace.



At Roseville I witnessed an exciting interchange between the young and the elderly, the former interviewing the latter in their homes to hear their stories, only themselves to get a kick and a blessing out of all the love, good humor, and encouragement they received in return.


At Bloomington I saw a church renewed in spirit and life on the way to their future by wonderful music, a great staff, strong and seasoned Christians, all preparing the way together for the calling of a wonderful new youth worker and senior pastor, And at Salem I was likewise blessed continually by vibrant music and worship in various forms that held on to unity in the body as their model and hope, thus also preparing the way for the coming of their new pastor.


 Through all of these experiences in ministry, from long ago right up to now, children have taught me as much as any. They carry the virtue of not knowing how grace-filled they are. No wonder Jesus kept lifting them up as models for all of us. One little boy in Salem greeted me regularly on Sunday mornings with a hug around my leg. And an already grace-filled little girl came at Christmas a year ago with a gift that I could hardly believe. ”I want my pastor to have a really good book,” she declared, asking her mother for help. Well, I got it and will treasure it always as the grace-filled treasure it is, given by a serious-minded child, the Imitation of Christ, by Thomas à Kempis!


Last but not least, come the family that has raised, shaped, put up with, and in all those ways and more confirmed my calling as a pastor—parents, in-laws, children, grandchildren, and even now great-grandchildren. Freed to be myself from my youth—which was not without its dangers—it was love of family and all they were and are about in God’s Kingdom work that has kept inexorably drawing me into ministry. In truth that family has always seen itself as part of the larger family they knew in the Covenant. Nor does it stop there. They have engraved on my heart and mind the words F.M. Johnson used as text at the organizational meeting of the Covenant in 1885: “I am a companion of all those who fear God and look for his appearing” (Psalm 119:63).


It is no credit to me, therefore, that I find myself in those streams of mercy and grace-filled life that have fed and still feed Christians in every age. It is God and his people—“The People, Yes!”—who have shown me the way and still keep showing it.  What an honor to have served them, and now to be gifted to keep on serving. After all,

If it had not been for the Lord on my side,

and, I might add, his people in the whole body of Christ,

tell me, where would I be?   (The Song Goes On, No 131).
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