DAKOTA SPIRITUALITY
(Or Don’t You Dare Sit in my Pew!)
I Samuel 7: 3-12 --October 12, 2014
The Church of the Covenant
“Tell me the landscape in which you live, and I will tell you who you are. (Jose Ortega y Gasset) Kathleen
Norris wrote a great book, entitled, “Dakota –A Spiritual Geography” in which she compellingly argues
that there are unique spiritualities of place, particular geographies become touchstones of meaning and
of spirituality and of God. God has a sovereign plan for our life and part of that plan is to be exactly
where we are; God places us in particular places for particular reasons. It is not accidental or by random
happenstance that we live in Washington, PA or for that matter are sitting in this particular spot on
Sunday morning in this particular church worshipping the God who has called us to this place.
Humankind is delusional in its thinking that we have a choice, that it is our free will that decides where
we will reside and the place in which we are to be planted, even I daresay, the church in which we
worship. There is a spirituality of place and the place where we are has meaning, significance and tells
us much about our life and our faith, who we are and who God is for us.
I discovered at a yard sale a pew rental seating chart from 1853 from a former church of mine, First
Presbyterian Church in downtown Pittsburgh. I have set it up in the Commons Area for folks to view it
after the service today. It lists every pew in the church and the charge, the pew rental, for every pew.
The pews down front are the most expensive --$800 per year. Today the most expensive pews would be
those closest to the parking lot! And the least expensive would be those closest to the pulpit. I refuse
to speculate on why that might be! There is also a pew rental DEED that is framed from the same era –
a certain Mr. John McFadden rented pew 10 for $260 per year in 1857. His place was bought and paid
for, a princely sum indeed. According to the Federal Reserve that $260 in 1850 dollars would be worth
$7,384 today. In that era the pew rentals paid for the pastor’s salary, the maintenance of the church
and its programs; the plate was passed during the service and 100% of what was given was given away
to mission. I think today we would need to rent parking spaces and those closest to the door would be
most expensive! If people have a residual memory of why they sit in their particular pew it is because at
one time their family probably literally paid the church to sit there. Perhaps that is why we are a bit
territorial and possessive of why we sit where we sit on Sundays. My dear sweet grandmother
Deardorff sat about 6 pews from the front of the church, left side, until my grandfather died and then
she retreated and sat up in the balcony, until she could climb the steps no more, and then she sat back
on the main floor of the sanctuary, but not in the pew where she sat with her husband. Please don’t tell
me that where we sit and where we are don’t have significance to where we are in relation to God. We
sit where we sit for reasons which we do not entirely fathom nor understand. But were we to think
about it, it would tell us much about ourselves and where we are in relation to God.
Our scripture from I Samuel is a story of the people of God returning to a place and also returning to
their God. They had lost the Ark of the Covenant to the Philistines, the Ark the sign of God’s Holy Power
in their midst. But God would not be contained by the Philistines and so the heathen returned the Ark
of the Covenant to Israel. Israel has lost battle after battle with the heathen cultures which surrounded
them. For they had become worshippers at the altars of Baal and the high places of foreign gods. These
two things always go together –the people of God going after other gods and the Lord God Almighty
rejecting the people of God and taking away His Holy POWER from them. The prophet Samuel convenes
Israel at Mizpah. Samuel then declares: “If you are returning to the Lord with all your heart, then put
away the foreign gods...and direct your heart to the Lord, and serve Him only, and He will deliver you...”
(I Samuel 7: 3) The people respond: “We have sinned against the Lord.” (v. 6) And out of that

repentance came a renewed relationship and closeness with the Lord God. And immediately the
Philistines attack the people of God but the Lord confounds them and there is a great victory that day
for Israel. To commemorate that place and that victory and that turning and that returning to the Lord
God Almighty, the prophet Samuel sets up a stone and called its name “Ebenezer”, meaning, “Hitherto
the Lord has helped us.” (I Samuel 7: 12) The touchstone was set up in that particular place to remind
the people, both of what it meant to be far away from God, and also what it means to repent and to
draw near to God. The touchstones of our lives are always about those experiences where we
experience God most profoundly. We experience His presence. We experience His absence. We draw
near to HIM and HE draws near unto us. Henceforth, when Israel drew near to Mizpah they would
touch the Ebenezer and remember how the Lord’s help came to them in their time of need.
Was called 20 years ago to leave Western PA and go to Iowa –vast undulating corn fields. I served in Des
Moines and the city literally stopped and the corn fields began. You could see as far as the eye could
see –no hills, no buildings, no trees to stop one’s sightline. Fierce summers gave way to fiercer winters –
you could die in the 55 below zero windchills going out on your front porch to retrieve your paper.
Tornados were commonplace; I remember riding to a presbytery meeting with an elder and there far off
in the distance was a giant tornado, the twister ripping up a cornfield. I said, “Should we head for
shelter?” And he said, “Nope. I think its heading another direction.” By the way, there were so few
Presbyterian churches in Iowa that often you would travel 3 hours to attend a presbytery meeting. Too
open, too spread out. Whatever that spirituality of place was, I knew it wasn’t me. And then I went to
the nation’s capitol, to Washington, D.C. where the spirituality was about the exercise of worldly power,
about the kingdoms of this earth, not the kingdom of God, where church meetings needed boatloads of
paperwork, it being the center of all bureaucracy, where people spent upwards of three hours a day in a
tin can, their car, stuck in a permanent parking lot called the Beltway. Disconnected, fast-paced, angry
and alone was the spirituality of that place. Whatever the spirituality of that place was, I knew in my
heart it wasn’t me. And I repented of needing a large successful ministerial career, and I repented of
making my ministry all about me and not at all about Jesus, and I remembered the roots of my faith
back here in Western PA, the place where my home church was, and the first church I served as a
pastor, and where I was baptized and confirmed, and where I first received Jesus. I came back home to
Mizpah. And I placed my hand on the touchstone, the Ebenezer of faithfulness here in Western PA. Of
a place with ancient mountains weathered by time, and green hills dappled in sunlight with the changing
colors of fall reminding of a life with seasons of its own. Of a place with old brick Meeting style
churches, many with numbered pews from a time of pew rentals, mostly Presbyterian churches, dotting
the countryside and on every other hill. Of a Northern Bible Belt where people still believed and even
people out in the communities at least had a residual memory of what it was when almost everyone
went to church. Even if they no longer did so. And I know in my heart that I am spiritually home, in the
place that speaks to me, in the very place I am intended by God to be. There is a geography to
spirituality.
I stop my sermon now before it ends. And I ask you all a question –Where is your Mispah? What is your
touchstone? Where is your Ebenezer? Where is the place you believed and felt closest to God? Where
is your “pew”? How does remembering and repenting and returning get you back there? Where is the
place we can say “Hitherto the Lord has helped us”?
If you tell me the spiritual landscape in which you live, it will tell me a great deal about you. And Amen.
By: The Reverend Dr. Stuart D. Broberg, The Church of the Covenant, Washington, PA
IF THIS HAS BLESSED YOU, PLEASE PASS IT ALONG TO A FRIEND!
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place that speaks to me, in the very place I am intended by God to be. There is a geography to
spirituality.
I stop my sermon now before it ends. And I ask you all a question –Where is your Mispah? What is your
touchstone? Where is your Ebenezer? Where is the place you believed and felt closest to God? Where
is your “pew”? How does remembering and repenting and returning get you back there? Where is the
place we can say “Hitherto the Lord has helped us”?
If you tell me the spiritual landscape in which you live, it will tell me a great deal about you. And Amen.
By: The Reverend Dr. Stuart D. Broberg, The Church of the Covenant, Washington, PA
IF THIS HAS BLESSED YOU, PLEASE PASS IT ALONG TO A FRIEND!

DAKOTA SPIRITUALITY
(Or Don’t You Dare Sit in my Pew!)
I Samuel 7: 3-12 --October 12, 2014
The Church of the Covenant
“Tell me the landscape in which you live, and I will tell you who you are. (Jose Ortega y Gasset) Kathleen
Norris wrote a great book, entitled, “Dakota –A Spiritual Geography” in which she compellingly argues
that there are unique spiritualities of place, particular geographies become touchstones of meaning and
of spirituality and of God. God has a sovereign plan for our life and part of that plan is to be exactly
where we are; God places us in particular places for particular reasons. It is not accidental or by random
happenstance that we live in Washington, PA or for that matter are sitting in this particular spot on
Sunday morning in this particular church worshipping the God who has called us to this place.
Humankind is delusional in its thinking that we have a choice, that it is our free will that decides where
we will reside and the place in which we are to be planted, even I daresay, the church in which we
worship. There is a spirituality of place and the place where we are has meaning, significance and tells
us much about our life and our faith, who we are and who God is for us.
I discovered at a yard sale a pew rental seating chart from 1853 from a former church of mine, First
Presbyterian Church in downtown Pittsburgh. I have set it up in the Commons Area for folks to view it
after the service today. It lists every pew in the church and the charge, the pew rental, for every pew.
The pews down front are the most expensive --$800 per year. Today the most expensive pews would be
those closest to the parking lot! And the least expensive would be those closest to the pulpit. I refuse
to speculate on why that might be! There is also a pew rental DEED that is framed from the same era –
a certain Mr. John McFadden rented pew 10 for $260 per year in 1857. His place was bought and paid
for, a princely sum indeed. According to the Federal Reserve that $260 in 1850 dollars would be worth
$7,384 today. In that era the pew rentals paid for the pastor’s salary, the maintenance of the church
and its programs; the plate was passed during the service and 100% of what was given was given away
to mission. I think today we would need to rent parking spaces and those closest to the door would be
most expensive! If people have a residual memory of why they sit in their particular pew it is because at
one time their family probably literally paid the church to sit there. Perhaps that is why we are a bit
territorial and possessive of why we sit where we sit on Sundays. My dear sweet grandmother
Deardorff sat about 6 pews from the front of the church, left side, until my grandfather died and then
she retreated and sat up in the balcony, until she could climb the steps no more, and then she sat back
on the main floor of the sanctuary, but not in the pew where she sat with her husband. Please don’t tell
me that where we sit and where we are don’t have significance to where we are in relation to God. We
sit where we sit for reasons which we do not entirely fathom nor understand. But were we to think
about it, it would tell us much about ourselves and where we are in relation to God.
Our scripture from I Samuel is a story of the people of God returning to a place and also returning to
their God. They had lost the Ark of the Covenant to the Philistines, the Ark the sign of God’s Holy Power
in their midst. But God would not be contained by the Philistines and so the heathen returned the Ark
of the Covenant to Israel. Israel has lost battle after battle with the heathen cultures which surrounded
them. For they had become worshippers at the altars of Baal and the high places of foreign gods. These
two things always go together –the people of God going after other gods and the Lord God Almighty
rejecting the people of God and taking away His Holy POWER from them. The prophet Samuel convenes
Israel at Mizpah. Samuel then declares: “If you are returning to the Lord with all your heart, then put
away the foreign gods...and direct your heart to the Lord, and serve Him only, and He will deliver you...”
(I Samuel 7: 3) The people respond: “We have sinned against the Lord.” (v. 6) And out of that

repentance came a renewed relationship and closeness with the Lord God. And immediately the
Philistines attack the people of God but the Lord confounds them and there is a great victory that day
for Israel. To commemorate that place and that victory and that turning and that returning to the Lord
God Almighty, the prophet Samuel sets up a stone and called its name “Ebenezer”, meaning, “Hitherto
the Lord has helped us.” (I Samuel 7: 12) The touchstone was set up in that particular place to remind
the people, both of what it meant to be far away from God, and also what it means to repent and to
draw near to God. The touchstones of our lives are always about those experiences where we
experience God most profoundly. We experience His presence. We experience His absence. We draw
near to HIM and HE draws near unto us. Henceforth, when Israel drew near to Mizpah they would
touch the Ebenezer and remember how the Lord’s help came to them in their time of need.
Was called 20 years ago to leave Western PA and go to Iowa –vast undulating corn fields. I served in Des
Moines and the city literally stopped and the corn fields began. You could see as far as the eye could
see –no hills, no buildings, no trees to stop one’s sightline. Fierce summers gave way to fiercer winters –
you could die in the 55 below zero windchills going out on your front porch to retrieve your paper.
Tornados were commonplace; I remember riding to a presbytery meeting with an elder and there far off
in the distance was a giant tornado, the twister ripping up a cornfield. I said, “Should we head for
shelter?” And he said, “Nope. I think its heading another direction.” By the way, there were so few
Presbyterian churches in Iowa that often you would travel 3 hours to attend a presbytery meeting. Too
open, too spread out. Whatever that spirituality of place was, I knew it wasn’t me. And then I went to
the nation’s capitol, to Washington, D.C. where the spirituality was about the exercise of worldly power,
about the kingdoms of this earth, not the kingdom of God, where church meetings needed boatloads of
paperwork, it being the center of all bureaucracy, where people spent upwards of three hours a day in a
tin can, their car, stuck in a permanent parking lot called the Beltway. Disconnected, fast-paced, angry
and alone was the spirituality of that place. Whatever the spirituality of that place was, I knew in my
heart it wasn’t me. And I repented of needing a large successful ministerial career, and I repented of
making my ministry all about me and not at all about Jesus, and I remembered the roots of my faith
back here in Western PA, the place where my home church was, and the first church I served as a
pastor, and where I was baptized and confirmed, and where I first received Jesus. I came back home to
Mizpah. And I placed my hand on the touchstone, the Ebenezer of faithfulness here in Western PA. Of
a place with ancient mountains weathered by time, and green hills dappled in sunlight with the changing
colors of fall reminding of a life with seasons of its own. Of a place with old brick Meeting style
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and alone was the spirituality of that place. Whatever the spirituality of that place was, I knew in my
heart it wasn’t me. And I repented of needing a large successful ministerial career, and I repented of
making my ministry all about me and not at all about Jesus, and I remembered the roots of my faith
back here in Western PA, the place where my home church was, and the first church I served as a
pastor, and where I was baptized and confirmed, and where I first received Jesus. I came back home to
Mizpah. And I placed my hand on the touchstone, the Ebenezer of faithfulness here in Western PA. Of
a place with ancient mountains weathered by time, and green hills dappled in sunlight with the changing
colors of fall reminding of a life with seasons of its own. Of a place with old brick Meeting style
churches, many with numbered pews from a time of pew rentals, mostly Presbyterian churches, dotting
the countryside and on every other hill. Of a Northern Bible Belt where people still believed and even
people out in the communities at least had a residual memory of what it was when almost everyone
went to church. Even if they no longer did so. And I know in my heart that I am spiritually home, in the
place that speaks to me, in the very place I am intended by God to be. There is a geography to
spirituality.
I stop my sermon now before it ends. And I ask you all a question –Where is your Mispah? What is your
touchstone? Where is your Ebenezer? Where is the place you believed and felt closest to God? Where
is your “pew”? How does remembering and repenting and returning get you back there? Where is the
place we can say “Hitherto the Lord has helped us”?
If you tell me the spiritual landscape in which you live, it will tell me a great deal about you. And Amen.
By: The Reverend Dr. Stuart D. Broberg, The Church of the Covenant, Washington, PA
IF THIS HAS BLESSED YOU, PLEASE PASS IT ALONG TO A FRIEND!

DAKOTA SPIRITUALITY
(Or Don’t You Dare Sit in my Pew!)
I Samuel 7: 3-12 --October 12, 2014
The Church of the Covenant
“Tell me the landscape in which you live, and I will tell you who you are. (Jose Ortega y Gasset) Kathleen
Norris wrote a great book, entitled, “Dakota –A Spiritual Geography” in which she compellingly argues
that there are unique spiritualities of place, particular geographies become touchstones of meaning and
of spirituality and of God. God has a sovereign plan for our life and part of that plan is to be exactly
where we are; God places us in particular places for particular reasons. It is not accidental or by random
happenstance that we live in Washington, PA or for that matter are sitting in this particular spot on
Sunday morning in this particular church worshipping the God who has called us to this place.
Humankind is delusional in its thinking that we have a choice, that it is our free will that decides where
we will reside and the place in which we are to be planted, even I daresay, the church in which we
worship. There is a spirituality of place and the place where we are has meaning, significance and tells
us much about our life and our faith, who we are and who God is for us.
I discovered at a yard sale a pew rental seating chart from 1853 from a former church of mine, First
Presbyterian Church in downtown Pittsburgh. I have set it up in the Commons Area for folks to view it
after the service today. It lists every pew in the church and the charge, the pew rental, for every pew.
The pews down front are the most expensive --$800 per year. Today the most expensive pews would be
those closest to the parking lot! And the least expensive would be those closest to the pulpit. I refuse
to speculate on why that might be! There is also a pew rental DEED that is framed from the same era –
a certain Mr. John McFadden rented pew 10 for $260 per year in 1857. His place was bought and paid
for, a princely sum indeed. According to the Federal Reserve that $260 in 1850 dollars would be worth
$7,384 today. In that era the pew rentals paid for the pastor’s salary, the maintenance of the church
and its programs; the plate was passed during the service and 100% of what was given was given away
to mission. I think today we would need to rent parking spaces and those closest to the door would be
most expensive! If people have a residual memory of why they sit in their particular pew it is because at
one time their family probably literally paid the church to sit there. Perhaps that is why we are a bit
territorial and possessive of why we sit where we sit on Sundays. My dear sweet grandmother
Deardorff sat about 6 pews from the front of the church, left side, until my grandfather died and then
she retreated and sat up in the balcony, until she could climb the steps no more, and then she sat back
on the main floor of the sanctuary, but not in the pew where she sat with her husband. Please don’t tell
me that where we sit and where we are don’t have significance to where we are in relation to God. We
sit where we sit for reasons which we do not entirely fathom nor understand. But were we to think
about it, it would tell us much about ourselves and where we are in relation to God.
Our scripture from I Samuel is a story of the people of God returning to a place and also returning to
their God. They had lost the Ark of the Covenant to the Philistines, the Ark the sign of God’s Holy Power
in their midst. But God would not be contained by the Philistines and so the heathen returned the Ark
of the Covenant to Israel. Israel has lost battle after battle with the heathen cultures which surrounded
them. For they had become worshippers at the altars of Baal and the high places of foreign gods. These
two things always go together –the people of God going after other gods and the Lord God Almighty
rejecting the people of God and taking away His Holy POWER from them. The prophet Samuel convenes
Israel at Mizpah. Samuel then declares: “If you are returning to the Lord with all your heart, then put
away the foreign gods...and direct your heart to the Lord, and serve Him only, and He will deliver you...”
(I Samuel 7: 3) The people respond: “We have sinned against the Lord.” (v. 6) And out of that

repentance came a renewed relationship and closeness with the Lord God. And immediately the
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the Lord has helped us.” (I Samuel 7: 12) The touchstone was set up in that particular place to remind
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Was called 20 years ago to leave Western PA and go to Iowa –vast undulating corn fields. I served in Des
Moines and the city literally stopped and the corn fields began. You could see as far as the eye could
see –no hills, no buildings, no trees to stop one’s sightline. Fierce summers gave way to fiercer winters –
you could die in the 55 below zero windchills going out on your front porch to retrieve your paper.
Tornados were commonplace; I remember riding to a presbytery meeting with an elder and there far off
in the distance was a giant tornado, the twister ripping up a cornfield. I said, “Should we head for
shelter?” And he said, “Nope. I think its heading another direction.” By the way, there were so few
Presbyterian churches in Iowa that often you would travel 3 hours to attend a presbytery meeting. Too
open, too spread out. Whatever that spirituality of place was, I knew it wasn’t me. And then I went to
the nation’s capitol, to Washington, D.C. where the spirituality was about the exercise of worldly power,
about the kingdoms of this earth, not the kingdom of God, where church meetings needed boatloads of
paperwork, it being the center of all bureaucracy, where people spent upwards of three hours a day in a
tin can, their car, stuck in a permanent parking lot called the Beltway. Disconnected, fast-paced, angry
and alone was the spirituality of that place. Whatever the spirituality of that place was, I knew in my
heart it wasn’t me. And I repented of needing a large successful ministerial career, and I repented of
making my ministry all about me and not at all about Jesus, and I remembered the roots of my faith
back here in Western PA, the place where my home church was, and the first church I served as a
pastor, and where I was baptized and confirmed, and where I first received Jesus. I came back home to
Mizpah. And I placed my hand on the touchstone, the Ebenezer of faithfulness here in Western PA. Of
a place with ancient mountains weathered by time, and green hills dappled in sunlight with the changing
colors of fall reminding of a life with seasons of its own. Of a place with old brick Meeting style
churches, many with numbered pews from a time of pew rentals, mostly Presbyterian churches, dotting
the countryside and on every other hill. Of a Northern Bible Belt where people still believed and even
people out in the communities at least had a residual memory of what it was when almost everyone
went to church. Even if they no longer did so. And I know in my heart that I am spiritually home, in the
place that speaks to me, in the very place I am intended by God to be. There is a geography to
spirituality.
I stop my sermon now before it ends. And I ask you all a question –Where is your Mispah? What is your
touchstone? Where is your Ebenezer? Where is the place you believed and felt closest to God? Where
is your “pew”? How does remembering and repenting and returning get you back there? Where is the
place we can say “Hitherto the Lord has helped us”?
If you tell me the spiritual landscape in which you live, it will tell me a great deal about you. And Amen.
By: The Reverend Dr. Stuart D. Broberg, The Church of the Covenant, Washington, PA
IF THIS HAS BLESSED YOU, PLEASE PASS IT ALONG TO A FRIEND!
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Norris wrote a great book, entitled, “Dakota –A Spiritual Geography” in which she compellingly argues
that there are unique spiritualities of place, particular geographies become touchstones of meaning and
of spirituality and of God. God has a sovereign plan for our life and part of that plan is to be exactly
where we are; God places us in particular places for particular reasons. It is not accidental or by random
happenstance that we live in Washington, PA or for that matter are sitting in this particular spot on
Sunday morning in this particular church worshipping the God who has called us to this place.
Humankind is delusional in its thinking that we have a choice, that it is our free will that decides where
we will reside and the place in which we are to be planted, even I daresay, the church in which we
worship. There is a spirituality of place and the place where we are has meaning, significance and tells
us much about our life and our faith, who we are and who God is for us.
I discovered at a yard sale a pew rental seating chart from 1853 from a former church of mine, First
Presbyterian Church in downtown Pittsburgh. I have set it up in the Commons Area for folks to view it
after the service today. It lists every pew in the church and the charge, the pew rental, for every pew.
The pews down front are the most expensive --$800 per year. Today the most expensive pews would be
those closest to the parking lot! And the least expensive would be those closest to the pulpit. I refuse
to speculate on why that might be! There is also a pew rental DEED that is framed from the same era –
a certain Mr. John McFadden rented pew 10 for $260 per year in 1857. His place was bought and paid
for, a princely sum indeed. According to the Federal Reserve that $260 in 1850 dollars would be worth
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and its programs; the plate was passed during the service and 100% of what was given was given away
to mission. I think today we would need to rent parking spaces and those closest to the door would be
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Israel at Mizpah. Samuel then declares: “If you are returning to the Lord with all your heart, then put
away the foreign gods...and direct your heart to the Lord, and serve Him only, and He will deliver you...”
(I Samuel 7: 3) The people respond: “We have sinned against the Lord.” (v. 6) And out of that

repentance came a renewed relationship and closeness with the Lord God. And immediately the
Philistines attack the people of God but the Lord confounds them and there is a great victory that day
for Israel. To commemorate that place and that victory and that turning and that returning to the Lord
God Almighty, the prophet Samuel sets up a stone and called its name “Ebenezer”, meaning, “Hitherto
the Lord has helped us.” (I Samuel 7: 12) The touchstone was set up in that particular place to remind
the people, both of what it meant to be far away from God, and also what it means to repent and to
draw near to God. The touchstones of our lives are always about those experiences where we
experience God most profoundly. We experience His presence. We experience His absence. We draw
near to HIM and HE draws near unto us. Henceforth, when Israel drew near to Mizpah they would
touch the Ebenezer and remember how the Lord’s help came to them in their time of need.
Was called 20 years ago to leave Western PA and go to Iowa –vast undulating corn fields. I served in Des
Moines and the city literally stopped and the corn fields began. You could see as far as the eye could
see –no hills, no buildings, no trees to stop one’s sightline. Fierce summers gave way to fiercer winters –
you could die in the 55 below zero windchills going out on your front porch to retrieve your paper.
Tornados were commonplace; I remember riding to a presbytery meeting with an elder and there far off
in the distance was a giant tornado, the twister ripping up a cornfield. I said, “Should we head for
shelter?” And he said, “Nope. I think its heading another direction.” By the way, there were so few
Presbyterian churches in Iowa that often you would travel 3 hours to attend a presbytery meeting. Too
open, too spread out. Whatever that spirituality of place was, I knew it wasn’t me. And then I went to
the nation’s capitol, to Washington, D.C. where the spirituality was about the exercise of worldly power,
about the kingdoms of this earth, not the kingdom of God, where church meetings needed boatloads of
paperwork, it being the center of all bureaucracy, where people spent upwards of three hours a day in a
tin can, their car, stuck in a permanent parking lot called the Beltway. Disconnected, fast-paced, angry
and alone was the spirituality of that place. Whatever the spirituality of that place was, I knew in my
heart it wasn’t me. And I repented of needing a large successful ministerial career, and I repented of
making my ministry all about me and not at all about Jesus, and I remembered the roots of my faith
back here in Western PA, the place where my home church was, and the first church I served as a
pastor, and where I was baptized and confirmed, and where I first received Jesus. I came back home to
Mizpah. And I placed my hand on the touchstone, the Ebenezer of faithfulness here in Western PA. Of
a place with ancient mountains weathered by time, and green hills dappled in sunlight with the changing
colors of fall reminding of a life with seasons of its own. Of a place with old brick Meeting style
churches, many with numbered pews from a time of pew rentals, mostly Presbyterian churches, dotting
the countryside and on every other hill. Of a Northern Bible Belt where people still believed and even
people out in the communities at least had a residual memory of what it was when almost everyone
went to church. Even if they no longer did so. And I know in my heart that I am spiritually home, in the
place that speaks to me, in the very place I am intended by God to be. There is a geography to
spirituality.
I stop my sermon now before it ends. And I ask you all a question –Where is your Mispah? What is your
touchstone? Where is your Ebenezer? Where is the place you believed and felt closest to God? Where
is your “pew”? How does remembering and repenting and returning get you back there? Where is the
place we can say “Hitherto the Lord has helped us”?
If you tell me the spiritual landscape in which you live, it will tell me a great deal about you. And Amen.
By: The Reverend Dr. Stuart D. Broberg, The Church of the Covenant, Washington, PA
IF THIS HAS BLESSED YOU, PLEASE PASS IT ALONG TO A FRIEND!
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“Tell me the landscape in which you live, and I will tell you who you are. (Jose Ortega y Gasset) Kathleen
Norris wrote a great book, entitled, “Dakota –A Spiritual Geography” in which she compellingly argues
that there are unique spiritualities of place, particular geographies become touchstones of meaning and
of spirituality and of God. God has a sovereign plan for our life and part of that plan is to be exactly
where we are; God places us in particular places for particular reasons. It is not accidental or by random
happenstance that we live in Washington, PA or for that matter are sitting in this particular spot on
Sunday morning in this particular church worshipping the God who has called us to this place.
Humankind is delusional in its thinking that we have a choice, that it is our free will that decides where
we will reside and the place in which we are to be planted, even I daresay, the church in which we
worship. There is a spirituality of place and the place where we are has meaning, significance and tells
us much about our life and our faith, who we are and who God is for us.
I discovered at a yard sale a pew rental seating chart from 1853 from a former church of mine, First
Presbyterian Church in downtown Pittsburgh. I have set it up in the Commons Area for folks to view it
after the service today. It lists every pew in the church and the charge, the pew rental, for every pew.
The pews down front are the most expensive --$800 per year. Today the most expensive pews would be
those closest to the parking lot! And the least expensive would be those closest to the pulpit. I refuse
to speculate on why that might be! There is also a pew rental DEED that is framed from the same era –
a certain Mr. John McFadden rented pew 10 for $260 per year in 1857. His place was bought and paid
for, a princely sum indeed. According to the Federal Reserve that $260 in 1850 dollars would be worth
$7,384 today. In that era the pew rentals paid for the pastor’s salary, the maintenance of the church
and its programs; the plate was passed during the service and 100% of what was given was given away
to mission. I think today we would need to rent parking spaces and those closest to the door would be
most expensive! If people have a residual memory of why they sit in their particular pew it is because at
one time their family probably literally paid the church to sit there. Perhaps that is why we are a bit
territorial and possessive of why we sit where we sit on Sundays. My dear sweet grandmother
Deardorff sat about 6 pews from the front of the church, left side, until my grandfather died and then
she retreated and sat up in the balcony, until she could climb the steps no more, and then she sat back
on the main floor of the sanctuary, but not in the pew where she sat with her husband. Please don’t tell
me that where we sit and where we are don’t have significance to where we are in relation to God. We
sit where we sit for reasons which we do not entirely fathom nor understand. But were we to think
about it, it would tell us much about ourselves and where we are in relation to God.
Our scripture from I Samuel is a story of the people of God returning to a place and also returning to
their God. They had lost the Ark of the Covenant to the Philistines, the Ark the sign of God’s Holy Power
in their midst. But God would not be contained by the Philistines and so the heathen returned the Ark
of the Covenant to Israel. Israel has lost battle after battle with the heathen cultures which surrounded
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she retreated and sat up in the balcony, until she could climb the steps no more, and then she sat back
on the main floor of the sanctuary, but not in the pew where she sat with her husband. Please don’t tell
me that where we sit and where we are don’t have significance to where we are in relation to God. We
sit where we sit for reasons which we do not entirely fathom nor understand. But were we to think
about it, it would tell us much about ourselves and where we are in relation to God.
Our scripture from I Samuel is a story of the people of God returning to a place and also returning to
their God. They had lost the Ark of the Covenant to the Philistines, the Ark the sign of God’s Holy Power
in their midst. But God would not be contained by the Philistines and so the heathen returned the Ark
of the Covenant to Israel. Israel has lost battle after battle with the heathen cultures which surrounded
them. For they had become worshippers at the altars of Baal and the high places of foreign gods. These
two things always go together –the people of God going after other gods and the Lord God Almighty
rejecting the people of God and taking away His Holy POWER from them. The prophet Samuel convenes
Israel at Mizpah. Samuel then declares: “If you are returning to the Lord with all your heart, then put
away the foreign gods...and direct your heart to the Lord, and serve Him only, and He will deliver you...”
(I Samuel 7: 3) The people respond: “We have sinned against the Lord.” (v. 6) And out of that

repentance came a renewed relationship and closeness with the Lord God. And immediately the
Philistines attack the people of God but the Lord confounds them and there is a great victory that day
for Israel. To commemorate that place and that victory and that turning and that returning to the Lord
God Almighty, the prophet Samuel sets up a stone and called its name “Ebenezer”, meaning, “Hitherto
the Lord has helped us.” (I Samuel 7: 12) The touchstone was set up in that particular place to remind
the people, both of what it meant to be far away from God, and also what it means to repent and to
draw near to God. The touchstones of our lives are always about those experiences where we
experience God most profoundly. We experience His presence. We experience His absence. We draw
near to HIM and HE draws near unto us. Henceforth, when Israel drew near to Mizpah they would
touch the Ebenezer and remember how the Lord’s help came to them in their time of need.
Was called 20 years ago to leave Western PA and go to Iowa –vast undulating corn fields. I served in Des
Moines and the city literally stopped and the corn fields began. You could see as far as the eye could
see –no hills, no buildings, no trees to stop one’s sightline. Fierce summers gave way to fiercer winters –
you could die in the 55 below zero windchills going out on your front porch to retrieve your paper.
Tornados were commonplace; I remember riding to a presbytery meeting with an elder and there far off
in the distance was a giant tornado, the twister ripping up a cornfield. I said, “Should we head for
shelter?” And he said, “Nope. I think its heading another direction.” By the way, there were so few
Presbyterian churches in Iowa that often you would travel 3 hours to attend a presbytery meeting. Too
open, too spread out. Whatever that spirituality of place was, I knew it wasn’t me. And then I went to
the nation’s capitol, to Washington, D.C. where the spirituality was about the exercise of worldly power,
about the kingdoms of this earth, not the kingdom of God, where church meetings needed boatloads of
paperwork, it being the center of all bureaucracy, where people spent upwards of three hours a day in a
tin can, their car, stuck in a permanent parking lot called the Beltway. Disconnected, fast-paced, angry
and alone was the spirituality of that place. Whatever the spirituality of that place was, I knew in my
heart it wasn’t me. And I repented of needing a large successful ministerial career, and I repented of
making my ministry all about me and not at all about Jesus, and I remembered the roots of my faith
back here in Western PA, the place where my home church was, and the first church I served as a
pastor, and where I was baptized and confirmed, and where I first received Jesus. I came back home to
Mizpah. And I placed my hand on the touchstone, the Ebenezer of faithfulness here in Western PA. Of
a place with ancient mountains weathered by time, and green hills dappled in sunlight with the changing
colors of fall reminding of a life with seasons of its own. Of a place with old brick Meeting style
churches, many with numbered pews from a time of pew rentals, mostly Presbyterian churches, dotting
the countryside and on every other hill. Of a Northern Bible Belt where people still believed and even
people out in the communities at least had a residual memory of what it was when almost everyone
went to church. Even if they no longer did so. And I know in my heart that I am spiritually home, in the
place that speaks to me, in the very place I am intended by God to be. There is a geography to
spirituality.
I stop my sermon now before it ends. And I ask you all a question –Where is your Mispah? What is your
touchstone? Where is your Ebenezer? Where is the place you believed and felt closest to God? Where
is your “pew”? How does remembering and repenting and returning get you back there? Where is the
place we can say “Hitherto the Lord has helped us”?
If you tell me the spiritual landscape in which you live, it will tell me a great deal about you. And Amen.
By: The Reverend Dr. Stuart D. Broberg, The Church of the Covenant, Washington, PA
IF THIS HAS BLESSED YOU, PLEASE PASS IT ALONG TO A FRIEND!

