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The plans for God’s first house were given to Moses.  And we read in the book of Exodus that this holy 
house was going to be a tent.  This suited the people of Israel, because they were nomadic, w andering 
from place to place, and they lived in tents too.  But the tent that God commanded the people to make 
was no ordinary run of the mill “Canadian Tire special” tent. 
 
God was the architect for this tent, and it was “go big or go home”.  God told Moses to ask for an 
offering from the people:  Exodus 25:3:  “This is the offering that you shall receive from them: gold, 
silver, and bronze, blue, purple, and crimson yarns and fine linen, goats’ hair, tanned rams’ skins, fine 
leather, acacia wood, oil for the lamps, spices for the anointing-oil and for the fragrant incense, onyx 
stones and gems…”  God showed the people just what sort of home he wanted, right down to the 
pattern of the furniture!   It was going to be beautiful and it was going to be expensive, and it was going 
to take a lot of work.  The people made this house out of their devotion for God.  
 
The scripture passage we read today from Exodus 40 catches up with the story right as Moses is finishing  
the whole project.  Earlier chapters talk all about the details, what wood what poles are supposed to be 
made out of, what precious metal for what clasps, what cloth for what covering.  And here we read 
about Moses putting the final touches on the tent of meeting, right down to the placement of the 
furniture.  When everything is in place and spotless…that’s when God moves in:  “Then the cloud 
covered the tent of meeting, and the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle. Moses was not able to enter 
the tent of meeting because the cloud settled upon it, and the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle. ” 
 
It’s called the tent of meeting, the tabernacle, the dwelling place of God.  There are a lot of details about 
this special house.  We didn’t read nearly all of them, there are pages of description of what this house 
should look like. 
 
Later in the Hebrew Bible we can read about the building of  a more permanent house of God, a house of 
stone, made by Solomon.  This temple also comes with instructions about how to make the perfect 
home for God, size and accessories and furniture included.   
 
I remember when I was a teenager, I read through the Bible, or I tried to read through the Bible.  I made 
it through Exodus, and I remember being very very bored by all the details about God’s house.  Who 
really cares whether the curtain rods are made of acacia wood?  Why are all these details in the Bible, I 
wondered! 
 
Many years later, I read these passages from a different perspective, and they make a lot more sense. 
Twenty years ago Eugene and I bought a house at 3410 Rittenhouse Road, and we spent two decades  
trying to make it a home.   There’s no acacia wood, but I can talk to you about different types of wood in 
our house, I can talk to you about the colours of each room, and the type of furniture, and the 
placement of that furniture…we made every single choice with thought and care as we tried to make 
our house beautiful.  I can talk to you about the painstaking work of stripping floors, of painting, of 



putting in new windows, a good roof.   We have put a lot of sweat equity into the house; all trying to 
make it a beautiful home for our family.    
   
And so reading all these descriptions and instructions from God for God’s house only makes sense.  God 
cares about a home, just like I care about my home.  God cares about the details. 
 
Scripture shows us that the tabernacle, this tent, this dwelling place of God,  and later on the temple, 
were incredibly important to the Jewish people.  It was the meeting place, where they went to meet 
God.  They went with offerings and sacrifices.  And they went together.  It was a place where they met 
God and it was a place where they met each other.  The tabernacle, the temple, were tied up tight with 
the identity of the Jewish people. 
 
And again, I can understand that from my own experience.  Home is important.  This house on 
Rittenhouse Road is our family’s house, the place where we are centred in the world.   No matter where 
in the world we go, home is the place that calls you, the place that we carry in our heart.   And in our 
mind’s eye, it’s a physical place at 3410 Rittenhouse Rd.   Even though my family is far away in Kitchener 
and Lloydminster and Edmonton, I know that there is a special place in their heart for Rittenhouse Rd. 
  
I have a hard time thinking about leaving our old house.   I even  wonder, “How can we be a family 
without this house?”  I moved a lot as a kid, and this house is the place I’ve lived the longest in my life.  
What will family life be like without this old house? 
 
The people of Israel…they faced questions of identity when their house for God, their meeting place for 
God was gone.  The tent of meeting originally was made to move around, but eventually it was 
permanently erected at Shiloh.  It was at Shiloh that Samuel went to serve Eli the priest, at the tent of 
meeting in Shiloh.  But the Philistines invaded Shiloh and took the ark of the covenant away, and 
destroyed the dwelling place of God.  Much later, the temple in Jerusalem, which was another dwelling 
place for God, was overrun by the Babylonians, and then again by the Romans.  It was utterly destroyed. 
 
Does the loss of a house mean the end of a family?   Of course not.   The house is the outward symbol of 
the inner reality of what family means.  It’s jarring to lose the house, but for me, at least, it has helped 
me focus on other more important things.  Yes, the physical part of the house was important, I worked 
so hard to make it beautiful.  But the house is important because of what took place in it.  Our house 
was a place where a family loved each other, and cared for each other, and supported each other.  And 
we have a million memories of things like that.  That’s what I have to focus on, now that the outward 
symbol of our family is no longer ours to live in. 
 
This was exactly true for the people of Israel too.  God had a home, a physical place where people went 
to meet God.  But the relationship with God was always about more than the house.  It was about right 
relationship, about devotion, about acting with mercy, love, and justice.    God became very upset when 
the people only focussed on the outward, only cared about the house and the sacrifices and the 
vestments and the ritual, and didn’t focus at all on the relationship to the God they were worshipping.  
God sent prophets over and over again to remind the people that they their devotion to God had to 
include more than just going to the house of God to worship. 
 
Each time they lost their home for God, the people of Israel faced an identity crisis.  “Where is God if 
God’s house is gone? What is our relationship to God without that house?”   And they came up with the 
answer;  God is still here.   It is significant that it was after the destruction of the temple that a lot of the 



books of the Bible were collected and gathered together, and passed on.  Losing the physical house 
meant that they spent a lot more time thinking about, and preciously preserving memories of their 
relationship with God. 
  
We are here together in our house of God on Rittenhouse road today.   Mennonites don’t usually talk 
about churches as the house of God.    Perhaps it sounds too high falutin ’ for Mennonites.  Historically, 
Mennonites have preferred  to talk about churches as “meetinghouses”.   Have you heard that term? 
When you think of Mennonites and meetinghouses…what do you think the meeting is referring to ?  I 
always have thought it was a meetinghouse like a townhall is a meeting house…it’s a place where people 
meet.  In the case of our church, it’s a place where people meet for worship.  
 
But remember the verse from Matthew (18:20):  “For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am 
there among them.”  When we meet together, when we come together and someone says, “I greet you 
in the name of Jesus” we are acknowledging that there is an unseen guest here among.  Jesus stand 
among us, in his risen power, let this time of worship, be a hal lowed hour.  So the meetinghouse is a 
place where we meet God in a special way.  The tent of meeting for Israel was definitely a place where 
they went to meet God.  Because it was God’s house.  
 
Now this meetinghouse has been here since the 1950s and since that time we’ve done a lot of work 
trying to make this place beautiful, and those who have served as trustees, or who were on the building 
committee when we did renovations can tell you a lot of details about what kind of wood, and what kind 
of carpets, and the dimensions of this or that, or the choices of furniture that were made.  We take a lot 
of care about God’s house, about the meetinghouse. We do that, just as generations of worshippers 
have done at this location.   
 
And yet, at times we have been without a building.  You check with Larry, our church historian, but I 
think our church has burnt down at least once, and it’s definitely been too small at some points, and it’s 
been built over a couple of different times.  Each time people here lost the building they must have 
asked the question, “Who are we without this building?  Is God still with us?”  
 
Some of you remember a couple of years ago when we had the firetrucks out here on a Saturday  night 
because the sanctuary was filled with smoke...the next day we decided to meet somewhere else 
because it smelled so bad in here.  Our church actually met at Tallman’s Funeral Home.  We were 
dedicating Riley that morning…there was no question, we knew that God could be with us, with or 
without this building.    
 
This is a tender time for me with this meetinghouse, this church, this congregation on Rittenhouse Rd., 
because I’m going to be leaving in a few months.  Just like I’m leaving my old house down the road.   And 
there are identity questions for me, as I think about moving on.  What is my relationship with God 
without this church?  And at the same time I’m wondering, without a physical home anchoring our 
family, what will family life be like? 
 
Eugene and I were talking on the phone this week about selling our house, and he said something to me 
that was very helpful.  I had been talking to him about how much I loved our house, and how we tried so 
hard to make it beautiful, and how so many of our memories are wrapped up here.  He said, “This house 
was here long before us, and it’s going to be there long after us.  There were families who lived in the 
house before us, and now it’s time for another family to enjoy this house.”   It was a helpful comment, an 



important comment, a comment that helps me let go of our home. It was here before I was born, 
sheltering families, and it will be here after I am gone, sheltering people not yet born.  
 
And it makes me think about my relationship to this church.  I have to let go here at First Mennonite too.  
But First Mennonite will keep on going. And you will have to let go too some day.  We all will.  We’re just 
a passing through, this world is not our home.  As the passage from 2 Corinthians reminded us, even our 
bodies aren’t our homes. They’re just like tents too.   We get pretty attached to our bodies, to say the 
least, but we move on.  God has another home prepared for us. 
 
I have always loved that First Mennonite is situated next to a cemetery.  It gives you constant 
perspective every single time you come to church.  Whose church is it?  Well, if you think it’s your 
church, those people in the graveyard thought it was their church too!  But they had to leave it, just as 
we have to leave it.  The constant in this building is God.  This church is God’s house, this is a 
meetinghouse, God’s meetinghouse. 
 
As a church we are part of a living breathing body of Christ.  This part of Christ’s body has been meeting  
on this property for over 200 years.    Take a few moments to look at the historical cabinet in the 
foyer…it is filled with pictures of this building, but more importantly it`s filled with pictures of people 
who have worshipped here.   Do you know every person whose picture is in that cabinet?  Probably not.   
It`s important that their pictures are there in the historical cabinet.  It’s not just my church or your 
church, it was their church too.  In a few years, there will be lots more pictures of people in there, of 
people we haven`t met yet.  Of people who have not yet been born.  
 
After the potluck today you are going to be talking about identity…what is it we do in the meetinghouse 
of God here at First Mennonite on Rittenhouse Road? 
 
I was given 20 years in a house down the road.  20 years to love that piece of land and the house on it, 
to make it more beautiful.  20 years to create memories in it that will hopefully last a lifetime. 
It turns out I was given around 20 years in this house too.  20 years to love this piece of land and the 
house on it…and the people in it.  
 
The question that faces you today as you gather after the potluck, is what you are going to do to make 
this place more beautiful for God?   Maybe I’m talking about paint and furniture.  That’s part of it.  
Creating a beautiful space for the meeting house is important, it’s a symbol, it’s a sign of our care and 
devotion to God.  But more important, the question is, what kind of relationships are you focussing on, 
what kind of memories are you making here?   
 
The people of Israel faced that identity question in a special way when they had to leave their houses of 
worship behind.  They wrote their stories, and they remembered the good happy times where they 
were faithful, where they followed God’s commandments.  But they also had to face the music that lots 
of times they blew it.  They totally disregarded God’s desires, God’s commandments. 
 
That’s part of our story here, part of my story too.  Not everything has gone according to God’s plan, 
we’ve blown it any number of times.  We aren’t a perfect community, there is no stretch of the 
imagination that can say it is.  But the overarching story here is the faithfulness of God. God meeting us 
here again and again, time in and time out, time after time. 
 



As you get together to talk about First Mennonite, I encourage you to season your conversation with 
humility.  Maybe it will help if you open the windows when you talk about the church. Keep an eye out 
to the cemetery, it will help remind you that it isn’t your church forever. You go here now, but so did 
lots of people before you, and you know where they are laying…you can see them.   People come and 
go, but it’s God who is constant.   The church is  about more than us, it’s about more than our needs, 
and what is comfortable for us.   The church is about faithfulness to God, following God’s 
commandments for God’s house.  It is God’s meetinghouse. 
 
Creating something beautiful at First Mennonite takes hard work.  Sweat equity.   The best of what we 
have to give, the most precious, the most beautiful.  The trustees have worked hard to keep this  old 
house beautiful.   That’s the physical part.  But there’s the relationship part that needs building too…our 
relationship with God, our relationship with each other.  And God has grand plans…it is no ordinary 
meetinghouse.  
 
I remember when I came here as a pastor, one of the things I said was that I hoped we could create a 
church where children would grow up with memories so strong, that for the rest of their lives, they 
would be looking for a church that was like this one.   They’ll be saying, “I just want to find a church 
where I feel God’s presence like in the church where I grew up.  I want to find a church where people 
care for each other like they did in the church where I grew up.”  I hope people here will devote 
themselves wholly to creating a meetinghouse for God, where the glory of the Lord fills the tabernacle. 
 
I don’t know if we’ve done that.  Probably not.  Glimpses maybe.  God’s grace shining through in spite of 
our own weaknesses, in spite of our own failings.  The strength of Christian love as a gift of grace.    And 
so as we think about identity and who we are at First Mennonite, the most important thing we can do is 
pray to God.  So let’s pray together: 
 
Bless this house, o Lord, we pray, 
 make it safe by night and day. 
Bless these walls so firm and stout, 

keeping want and trouble out. 
Bless the roof and chimney tall, 

let your peace lie over all. 
Bless the doors that they may prove 

ever open to joy and love. 
Bless the windows shining bright, 

letting in your heavenly light. 
Bless our people here within, 
  keep us pure and free from sin. 
Bless us all, that we may be 

fit, O Lord, to dwell with Thee.  
 
 
 


