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 If you didn’t already know it, you would have learned from the sermon I preached at 

Dawn and Dale Davidson’s wedding that they met through sheer happenstance; they randomly 

sat next to each other on an airplane flight, a chance meeting that led to their marriage a few 

years later.  Likewise, if you hadn’t already known it, you would have learned from the sermon I 

preached at Terry Berg’s funeral, that she and Bill met through sheer happenstance; he was the 

guy who helped her fix her tire when it went flat and she had to pull off the road.  They too, 

married a few years later.  I love these stories of chance encounters that end up being life-

changing,  and there’s such a story in our Old Testament lesson as well.  Abram and his wife, 

Sarah, were hanging in their tent on a hot day in Mamre about 3500 year ago, give or take a few, 

when three men came by.  In accordance with ancient Middle Eastern hospitality, Abram and 

Sarah quickly and spontaneously threw together a major feast for them, and the three men predict 

that Sarah---old and unable to conceive though she is---will bear a child within the year.  It is 

later revealed that these three men were angels, messengers of the Lord, and that through this 

chance Godly encounter, Abram and Sarah were blessed with this message of a child-to-be. 

Which literally changed the course of world history and was a part of giving birth to three major 

world religions.  Such chance encounters happen so often, that we, as people of faith most 

certainly ask---are they truly chance encounters?  Are they mere coincidences?  Or are they God-

incidences?  Is it actually divine providence, God working behind the scenes, present in such 

events, such chance meetings and encounters that may create such big changes?  Walking, as we 

do, by faith and not by sight, we would have to affirm God’s hand in such experiences, and the 

consequences, as we have seen, can be quite far reaching. 



 Our sermon hymn focus today is the result of just such a “chance” encounter, a 

coincidental meeting that could so very easily have never occurred.  But first, a word about the 

impact of this hymn.  Just a Closer Walk With Thee is one of the most frequently recorded and 

sung Gospel songs in American history.  You may be familiar with the song as sung by Elvis 

Presley, Pat Boone, Patsy Cline, Willie Nelson,  Louis Armstrong, Charlie Daniels, the Canadian 

Brass, Winston Marsalis, Taj Mahal, Bob Dylan, Johnny Cash, the Fray.  Maybe you’re familiar 

with the song from its use in traditional African American funeral processions, particularly in the 

city of New Orleans.  My first exposure, oddly, was in the 1973 James Bond film, Live and Let 

Die, where we see the street lined with African Americans and the jazz band playing our hymn in 

a slow, soulful manner.  Being a James Bond film, a bystander is knifed and slipped into the 

coffin as it goes by, and then the tempo picks up into a more jubilant version of the song.  That 

part about the knifing is fortunately not germane to such processions in reality, but the other 

aspects were…..the walking together of those grieving, the playing of the hymn by a dixie land 

band, the change in tempo from mournful to joyful, as the gamut of emotions from grief to hope 

is musically portrayed.  This is a song that speaks to both hardships and joy, both death and life, 

and the walking we do; walking both with God, and with each other as a community of faith. 

 Again, this enormously popular sacred song came about as a result of one of those 

providential, “chance” encounters we were just discussing.  The origins of the hymn are obscure 

in its earlier years.  It may pre-date the civil war, as it seems to have been a song sung by African 

American slaves, a part of the traditional of spirituals and Gospel songs that emerged from that 

experience of suffering.  As such, it would have been preserved orally rather than in any notated 

form, passed along for several generations, before a man named Morris encountered an African 



American station porter, singing the song.  We don’t know who the station porter was, and we 

don’t know the first name of Mr. Morris.  What we know is that he was on a train trip from 

Kansas City to Chicago around 1940.  He got off the train on one of its stops to get some fresh 

air.  The anonymous train porter was moving about, singing the song.  Morris reboarded the train 

and went on his way….but the snatch of music he’d heard haunted him.  At the next stop, he left 

the train, took another train back to the previous station, and asked the porter to sing the song in 

its entirety for him.  Morris wrote down the words and music, adding some additional lyrics to 

provide more length and breadth to the song, and it was published. Within 2 years, it became a 

standard in Gospel and Dixieland music, and has remained so until this day.  All because Mr. 

Morris happened to want to stretch his legs and just happened to hear the porter singing this old 

slave song as he did so.  Again, through eyes of faith, we see God’s hand in the composition and 

spread of this both soulful and hopeful song.  In many ways, you could almost say that God 

wrote this song.  

 Within our hymnal, this song appears in the lament section, in keeping with those 

Dixieland funeral associations we may have, perhaps.  And because the words are, when we 

reflect upon them, a very honest expression of life’s struggles; they are a lament.  The spirit 

behind this hymn is the opposite of one who is claiming to be strong, independent, and self-

sufficient;  there is humility and a genuine acknowledgement of human need  behind these 

words.  There is the immediate acknowledgement in the first verse: “I am weak, but Thou art 

strong”.  If we think about the origins of this hymn in slavery conditions, people being treated as 

less-than-human,  we might understand that recognition of weakness and futility that must go 

with such circumstances; the inability to change one’s hardships; the daily misery inflicted by 



those with power and without compassion on those oppressed and powerless.  Yet, faithful slaves 

put their trust in God; while they were weak, they knew of One who was strong, stronger than 

themselves, stronger than those who oppressed and dehumanized them, and stronger even than 

the death that loomed much nearer for them in such times and places than it does typically for us.  

 The sense of isolation that such intense misery causes is poignantly expressed in the 

second verse---"Through this world of toil and snares, if I falter, Lord, who cares?  Who with me 

my burden shares?  None by Thee, dear Lord, none by Thee.”  Our miseries may not easily 

compare with those of pre-civil war slaves from Africa, but we also have our share of troubles at 

times and certainly these words ring true for us.  We too can feel so alone when we’re unhappy 

and burdened; it seems no one else truly understands the depth of our struggles…..except, this 

hymn affirms, for God.  The God Incarnate who experienced loneliness, injustice,  betrayal, 

torture, and execution knows the depth of whatever struggles we may endure.  And for that 

reason, this hymn is both a lament and an expression of hope.  The lament is the honest 

expression of troubles; the hope is in walking with God, daily, closely, consistently, one step at a 

time, one day at a time, a closer walk with Thee.  

 Maybe above all things, this hymn is about intimacy with our Lord, about closeness to 

God.  And here is where our Gospel lesson might lend a hand to our reflections. This lesson 

shows us a cozy, domestic kind of scene in the life of Christ.  He is at the home of three siblings 

who seem to have been among his closest friends:  Mary, Martha, and Lazarus.  Lazarus isn’t 

mentioned in the brief vignette  of this particular visit, but Mary and Martha are front and center.  



For all of us who possess an inner Martha, regardless of our gender, I do like to point out that 

Martha isn’t doing anything wrong.  In fact, like Abraham, her ancestor of about 1500 years 

prior, she is living out Middle Eastern hospitality.  Abraham and Sarah, apparently in about 5 

minutes, somehow made cakes, killed and prepared a calf, added in cheese curds, and presented 

their mystery guests with a feast.  We don’t know specifically what tasks were busying Martha, 

but presumably she was also preparing and setting out food and drink as part of her hospitality. 

Knowing how siblings can relate to each other, even well into adulthood, we can understand her 

irritation with Mary, who is just sitting at the feet of Christ, listening.  Her resentment spills out 

in words, in which she asks Jesus to chastise her sister, probably not unlike the times when she 

asked her parents to do so the same when she and Mary were growing up together. You know 

how families are!  I saw a humorous meme the other day, featuring a diner with a sign that said, 

“come on in, we’ll treat you like family” and the comment made was, “nope, not going in there!” 

We all know how family dynamics can make petulant children out of the most mature among us 

at times.  This may have been one of those moments for Martha, but still--Martha is doing good 

work here, she just takes it too far and fails to order her priorities properly.  It is Mary whom 

Jesus lifts up as having chosen “the better part”---namely fostering a closer relationship with 

him.  The practice of hospitality, honorable though it was, was not as important as sitting at his 

feet and listening and conversing.  Very likely, we could draw from this story the realization that 

very little that busies us is as important as growing our relationship with God.  It isn’t that we 

don’t have important things to do---although much that busies us doesn’t really fall into that 

category---but even the important things are generally less important than spending time with 

God.  Closeness with God, whether in reading and listening, or in prayer, or in walking and 



activity, is what puts all the busy work of our lives into perspective and also what allows us to 

bring meaning to that activity and to find joy in it, rather than resentment.  Mary models for us, 

as does this hymn, the importance of prioritizing intimacy with God, spending time with God.  

You might be sitting, you might be walking, you might be dancing, but spending time with God 

is what gives us strength and hope, and gets us through our times of struggle.  

 “Just a Closer Walk With Thee, grant it Jesus, is my plea.”  Walking is the most 

fundamental form of mobility we possess.  It is also likely the most deeply engrained rhythm we 

experience, along with our heartbeat, perhaps.  Singing this song, we are asking Jesus to be a part 

of the most fundamental rhythms of our lives. And here’s why we ask: When we walk closely 

with Jesus, we live more deeply, more richly, more meaningfully.  We are awake to those chance 

encounters in which we might meet a spouse or entertain an angel or create a memorable song.  

We prioritize sitting at the feet of Christ above simply being just too plain busy.  We can lament 

honestly, and we can honestly draw strength and hope from our Lord, walking alongside us.  The 

legacy of this hymn is that encouragement to humbly, honestly, joyfully, walk with God.  Amen. 


