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    Rev. Brown was the pastor 2nd Baptism church of Centralia, IL.  A church immersed in the 
African American tradition of worship.  2nd Baptist church was a splinter from the all-white 1st 

Baptist church during the civil rights years.   A wall to wall banner in the fellowship hall of 2nd 
Baptist church made it clear it was not a peaceful parting, the banner said, “2nd Baptist Church: 
Where Christ is 1st and We are 2nd.”  The double entendre was clearly intended. 
 
    Rev. Brown didn’t live in Centralia but drove about an hour each way to provide pastoral 
leadership and care to the community of 2nd Baptist, and to be a prophetic voice of justice in 
Centralia, IL.   
 
    Each year I would take the confirmation class to attend worship at 2nd.  We would enter 
worship, sit down together, and without fail, Rev. Brown would interrupt the beginning of 
worship, and say “I see we have our friends from Zion here today, we can’t have you all sitting 
together.  Your youth need to mix with our youth, so youth of 2nd Baptist move apart and make 
room for the young people from Zion to sit one in between each of you.”  It was unsettling to 
some of our youth, but an important experience. 
 
   Then Rev. Brown would continue, “And Rev. Utke you come up front and help lead worship 
today, I’ll have you do a prayer or benediction, who knows maybe the sermon he said 
laughing.”  That was the unsettling experience for me!   
 
    One Sunday afternoon I received a call that Rev. Brown had not shown up to church that 
morning.  In concern a Deacon from 2nd Baptist had driven an hour to his house to find his body 
lying dead in the middle of the living room floor. 
 
    The church was stunned as they mourned the passing of their beloved pastor.  But when the 
time arrived for the memorial service it was like a glimpse into God’s paradise.   
 
    Every corner of the building was packed.  The music was triumphant and joyful.  The 2 ½ hour 
service passed like the snap of a finger.  During the service a representative of every group to 
which Rev. Brown belonged shared words of appreciation directed toward Rev. Brown’s wife 
and family, telling of the powerful, faithful impact their Husband and Dad had on their group.  
The sermon was a rousing promise of God’s presence and power guiding us in this life and into 
the next one.  The prayers flowed with life-giving images of trust and faith in God at all times.   
 
     From one perspective, this was a tough year at Emanuel.  Eight of our dear friends and loved 
ones died over the last 12 months, more than in any other year since I arrived over 8 years ago 
as pastor.  Some of these saints left holes in our church’s mission for they were still very active 
serving Christ.  All of them left holes in our souls, for their death simply took a piece of us with 
them.   



    When we have a memorial or funeral service here at Emanuel, we may be a little more 
reserved than 2nd Baptist but it is still a time of thanksgiving.  Thanksgiving to God for the gift of 
love we received in the person we are remembering.  Thanksgiving to that person for allowing 
God’s light to shine through in ways which lifted us up.  Thanksgiving for the ways our life is 
better for the joy of knowing and loving the one we are remembering. 
   
    And like the parade of people at Rev. Brown’s service who got up and expressed their thanks 
for the love, and guidance, and strength God gave them through Rev. Brown, we too gather on 
this All Saints Sunday to say Thank you.  There is so much more, but let me just pick one for 
each person… 
 
    Thank you for Dick Schultz hard questions of faith.  Thank you for Dale Schultz’s strength.  
Thank you for Barb Sawick’s insight.  Thank you for John Farina’s example of selfless service to 
others.  Thank you for Dennis Pierce’s miracle.  Thank you for Milton Klump’s gentleness.  
Thank you for Wil Wandel’s innocence.  Thank you for Ken Wandel’s trust that there really is an 
Idyllic place like Mayberry. 
     
    The book of Revelation today provides a vision of the day when all the earth will be able to 
celebrate the joy experienced by those born into eternal life.  The author paints a picture of the 
newly created earth and heaven growing where the old earth and sea has been.  It’s a promise 
that God is moving into our neighborhood, making God’s home among men and women, and 
working in love to remove death and tears and sorrow.  It is a glimpse into the celebration and 
thanksgiving of a funeral like Rev’ Brown’s, it’s a glimpse into Paradise.  And this day as we sit 
down at the table of our Savior, a table where the membrane between earth and heaven seems 
to become permeable, where the saints on earth sit next to the saints in eternity, around this 
table we share in that vision of peace, joy, and thanksgiving, and we say thank you to God for 
the good gifts of those who have touched our life. 
 
Happy All Saints Day!   
 
Amen 
     
 
 
 
 
     
 
  


