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 Let us begin our time this morning with low expectations. How do 
like that for the first line of a sermon? Whatever your expectations were 
when I stepped in the pulpit, I want you to lower them. And I’ll tell you 
why. But to tell you why, I have to do something that we have done 
many times over the last nearly three years. I have to take you back to 
the early days of the Coronavirus, those days of quarantine and social 
distancing, those days when the whole grocery store came to a 
screeching halt if someone coughed, those days when we learned how to 
wash our hands correctly. Those early days of Coronavirus were a great 
time for low expectations. What do I mean? 
     Before things shut down, social media sites would feature photos of 
people traveling the world, eating out at nice restaurants, attending plays 
on Broadway, getting caught up in the noise of the crowd at a ballpark, 
or singing along at a concert with a celebrity performer. Before the 
Coronavirus shut things down, there were studies that showed seeing 
others engaged in such awesome activities was having a negative effect 
on people. People were dissatisfied with their own lives. Seeing how 
others were living raised expectations, and for many, they felt like their 
life did not match those high expectations. 

And then the Coronavirus hit. Things shut down. We were all in 
the same boat, stuck at home with little or nothing to do. The smallest 
thing became the biggest deal. There’s a Disney singalong. Oh my 
goodness. We can’t miss that! The mail should be arriving sometime in 
the next four hours…so we watch intently out the window and listen for 
the putt putt sound of the mail truck. It’s Friday. We get our milk 
delivery today. Our faces are pressed to the glass as we wait expectantly 
for the arrival of our friendly Monroe Dairy driver. High expectations 
went out the window. The smallest things got us excited. Why? Because 
we had low expectations. One of my favorite posts during the 
Coronavirus quarantine was when our friend Trish posted, “Now I 



understand why Laura Ingalls would get so excited when she would get 
to go into town with Pa.” 

Low expectations are not a bad thing. High expectations set us up 
for failure. Low expectations set us up to be surprised. I read a story a 
few years ago about low expectations. The story was a beautiful 
reflection on life. A man wrote a thank you note to his mom. He wrote it 
late in his life. In fact, he wrote his mother the thank you note thirty 
years after she died. I understand that. It can take a long time to 
appreciate fully and to thank properly the folks who have played such a 
significant role in our lives. 
 Well, thirty years after his mother died, this man wrote his mother 
a thank you note. In the note he remembered a day from sixty years 
before, when he was just a child. In that thank you note to his mother, a 
note he wrote to her even though she had been deceased thirty years, he 
told her how he vividly remembered the day when his dad brought home 
a watermelon. They took the watermelon, put it in the river, and let the 
cold waters chill the melon through and through. Then they cracked it 
open and ate it all. He wrote, "How simple and memorable a good day 
can be when expectations are low." 
 I stopped reading. I closed that book. For the longest time I 
pondered what an incredible gift it is to have low expectations. When 
our expectations are low, just about everything that comes our way 
comes as a gift, a surprise, even a blessing. If what the studies say is true 
about social media, we are becoming trained to have high expectations. 
Those high expectations come at a cost. Things such as a watermelon, 
chilled in a stream, eaten together with mom and dad and a hungry little 
brother, can be cast aside and downplayed because they are not big, 
impressive, or expensive. This man knew better. He wrote a thank you 
note about it. Some sixty years after the fact, he wrote a thank you note. 
Such are the blessings of low expectations. 
 I am not alone in appreciating the value of low expectations. I read 
the story about the watermelon back in the summer of 2013. After I read 
the story, I posted a reflection about low expectations on Facebook of all 
places. That post drew 24 comments. It seems people do realize the 
significance of little things. For many, that image of a family sharing a 



cold watermelon reminded them of childhood experiences when low 
expectations yielded precious memories like a dad bringing home fresh 
donuts on a Saturday morning or making root beer floats as a family, or 
as in the case of our friend Trish, getting as excited as Laura Ingalls to 
make a trip into town. 
 Thanksgiving is this coming Thursday. I’m not telling you to have 
low expectations for Thanksgiving, but I do think there is something 
about low expectations that plays a role in having a true Thanksgiving. 
As people of faith, we believe life is a gift. And if life is a gift, that 
means there is a giver. Who is the giver of life? Who is the giver of all 
good gifts? God is the giver. To truly thank God, we do well to 
remember both the gifts that are big, memorable, and significant. And 
we do well to remember the gifts that are small, that could easily escape 
notice, and might be considered insignificant by others. A true spirit of 
Thanksgiving resembles the hymn that says, “Each little flower that 
opens, each little bird that sings, God made their glowing colors; God 
made their tiny wings.” You made each little bird Lord, each little 
flower. For red-breasted robins, for beautiful butterflies, for lilies and 
lilacs, for daisies and daffodils… 
FIRST SINGING “Lord of all to thee we raise, this our hymn of grateful 
praise.” 

By the time a person becomes a teenager, by our 13th birthday, we 
will have lived 4,745 days, with a couple extra thrown in for Leap Year. 
By the time we are thirty, that number is well over 10,000. I would tell 
you how many days you have lived if you are almost 62, but that is 
hitting a little too close to home. Wouldn’t it make sense that by the time 
you are a teenager, certainly by your thirties, and without a doubt by the 
time you have entered your seventh decade of life, you would get a little 
bored with sunrises and sunsets. I mean really, when you have seen one 
you have seen them all. Don’t tell that to the many people who drive 
down to Spray Rock each morning, every single morning, with the hopes 
of catching just one more rising of the sun. Our dear friend Cindy 
Shetler has posted numerous sunrise pictures. Whenever I see one, I 
don’t scroll past it. No. Never. They are always spectacular, even if it is 



a spectacle we have seen hundreds, or thousands of times. 
Sunrises…and of course, sunsets.. 
 My favorite sunsets as a child took place at the YMCA camp 
where my parents worked. The camp was set high in the Sierra Nevada 
Mountains. We were on a lake. The days were filled with swimming and 
hiking, fishing and boating, arts and crafts, games and recreational 
activities. After dinner we would all gather, hundreds of kids and our 
counselors, and we would have campfire. Entertained with skits and 
pranks, we laughed and laughed. And we sang. We sang rowdy songs 
and happy songs and loud songs. As campfire would draw to an end, the 
darkness began to settle on our campfire. The sun would slowly sink 
behind the majestic mountains. We would all rise reverentially. Together 
we would sing 
Day is done 
Gone the sun 
From the lake 
From the hill 
From the sky 
All is well 
Safely rest 
God is nigh  
 And the sun would set. Sometimes in an obituary the dates of a 
person’s birth and death are listed as their sunrise and their sunset. My 
dad died in September of 2004. We traveled from Houston to California 
for his memorial service. But that December, we had a final celebration 
of my dad’s life. We took his remains up into the mountains. We drove 
up and out of the San Joaquin valley and ascended more than 5,000 feet. 
By that time we had reached the snowline. We turned off at the exit for 
Sequoia Lake, the camp that contained so many memories for our 
family, so many memories of my dad. All my siblings and all their 
children and all our children were together. There is a trail at the camp 
named after my dad. In 2000 we had all joined together to celebrate the 
dedication of that trail. Now, we made our way to that same trail, intent 
on creating one more memory of the beautiful life Carl Eberly had lived. 
We walked a ways up on the trail, walking in the snow. We took a few 



minutes to share special things we remembered. We spread his ashes out 
along the trail that bears his name. We prayed together. We were about 
ready to head back to our cars when my brother Barry started to sing. He 
sang a song we all knew well. He sang an old campfire favorite. There 
on the trail bearing our father’s name, we sang 
Day is done 
Gone the sun 
From the lake 
From the hill 
From the sky 
All is well 
Safely rest 
God is nigh 
Boy, that sure was a beautiful sunset. 
SECOND SINGING: “Lord of all to thee we raise, this our hymn of 
grateful praise.” 
 If you recognize that refrain, you know that it comes from the 
hymn, “For the Beauty of the Earth.” That hymn that pauses to give 
thanks for trees and flowers, for the sun and moon, is punctuated each 
stanza by the refrain, “Lord of all to thee we raise, this our hymn of 
grateful praise.” The hymn moves from the realm of nature to the realm 
of relationships. “For the joy of human love, brother, sister, parent, 
child, friends on earth and friends above, for all gentle thoughts and 
mild…” 
 When you think of relationships, relationships which cause you to 
give thanks, what comes to mind? The song mentions brothers, sisters, 
parents, children, friends…friends on earth and friends above…some of 
our friends are with us and some of our friends have gone to the other 
side… friends on earth and friends above. The joy of human love is an 
incredible, amazing and profound gift. For such a gift we give thanks. 
When you think of relationships, relationships in all their richness, what 
comes to mind? 
 
 The Takeda family invited the Eberly family to come over at 
Christmas time. We loaded all five of us kids into my parent’s old white 



Ford Fairlane 500 station wagon. We were comfortably crowded. It was 
a drive of only ten or fifteen minutes. Because it was Christmas, 
Christmas carols were on our mind. We might have just finished 
watching George Bailey as he discovered once again that it’s a 
wonderful life. Or Bing Crosby might have put the finishing touches on 
his classic rendition of White Christmas. Whatever the reason, we 
started singing Christmas Carols as we drove to the Takeda’s. Why do I 
remember that? It was fun. It was joyful. It continues to be a part of my 
life. Every time I sing the old carols, I’m back in that station wagon with 
mom and dad, Danny, Anne, Barry, and Gail. We’re all together. We are 
all healthy and happy. Our singing might have been out of tune, but at 
that moment life was in perfect tune. “For the joy of human love…” 
 The Takeda family were one of many Japanese American families 
who were members of the First Presbyterian Church of Hanford, 
California. It never occurred to me to wonder why so many Japanese 
American families were members of our church. It was just a great part 
of our extended family. Not too long ago, my sister Gail sent me an 
article about how there came to be so many Japanese American families 
who were members of the First Presbyterian Church in Hanford. 
Originally, there were two churches, the First Presbyterian Church and 
the Japanese Presbyterian Church. The two churches merged in 1962. 
Well, that makes perfect sense. In the merger, all the Japanese 
Presbyterians joined the church. 
 Except that doesn’t make perfect sense. Not if you know the 
history of California, and how the Japanese Americans in California 
were treated during World War II. Many Japanese Americans, maybe 
even most Japanese Americans were placed in internment camps. It was 
a terrible time for the Japanese Americans, and it was a terrible time for 
our nation, to treat our fellow citizens in such a degrading manner, 
robbing them of their freedom and dignity, forcing them to leave their 
homes. World War II ended in 1945. Seventeen years is not a long time, 
not when you are talking about the emotional scars left by something 
like internment camps. But just seventeen years after World War II, the 
Japanese Presbyterians in Hanford, California, put aside any hard 
feelings and lingering hurts, and they joined with a church that was 



primarily Anglo, and they all called each other brothers and sisters. 
Wonderful things happened. The Takeda family invited the Eberly 
family for Christmas. Naomi Tagawa heard that Wayne had moved to 
Sacramento to attend college, so she wrapped up some pistachios in a 
bag, put them in the mail, and included a little note that said, “I’m 
praying for you.”  
 And then there was Lorna Uno. Lorna helped lead our junior high 
group at church. She had a swimming pool. We often spent our summer 
meetings splashing in her back yard. She was a huge influence on my 
life. When I was ordained as a pastor in 1986, Lorna came to the service. 
Lorna stood by my side, representing my home church. Lorna was a 
friend to me, my brothers and sisters, my dad, and to my mom. Later in 
life my mom and Lorna were both widows. They leaned on each other 
for support. The day my mom died Lorna was there visiting her. If you 
haven’t already thought of relationships in your life that have had a 
similar impact, all you have to do is dig a little bit below the surface and 
you will discover how rich and wonderful the relationships we form as 
humans can be. For the joy of human love, brother, sister, parent, child, 
friends on earth and friends above, for all gentle thoughts and mild… 
THIRD SINGING: “Lord of all to thee we raise, this our hymn of 
grateful praise.” 
 The hymn saves the best for last. Life is a gift. God is the giver. 
There is so much to be thankful for in this life God has given. The 
beauty of each sunset, the flowing rivers and sparkling seas, the rich 
harvest table that reminds us of abundant blessings, friendship, family, 
God is the giver of all these things. What else could God give us. What 
else could the Giver give? God gives his Beloved Son Jesus. 
 The final stanza begins with these words: “For thyself, best gift 
divine to the world so freely given.” I began with talking about low 
expectations, and how helpful it is to set low expectations. If you set 
your expectations too high, you might be disappointed. Well, when God 
gave Jesus, expectations were extremely high, in fact, off the chart. 
People were waiting for a Savior, for a mighty King, for a ruler, for 
someone who would upend all the enemies of Israel. They wanted 
armies…artillery…authority. And how did God come? He came as a 



baby born in a manger. When that baby finally grew up and started his 
ministry, someone heard he was from Nazareth and they turned up their 
nose. “Can anything good come from Nazareth?” Even John the Baptist, 
the one supposed to be the forerunner of the Messiah sent his followers 
to ask Jesus, “Are you the one? Or should we be looking for someone 
else?” Jesus was God’s best gift? Don’t set your expectations too high. 
You might be disappointed. You might be 
disappointed…unless…unless…unless… 
 

 Unless you were the leper who came to Jesus saying, “If you are 
willing you can make me clean.” 

 Unless you were the lame man whose friends dropped you down 
through the roof so you could see Jesus. 

 Unless you were a sinner who needed forgiving 
 Unless you were with a crowd of 5,000 just dying to get something 

to eat 
 Unless you were at that wedding when he turned water into wine 
 Unless you were on that boat the day the seas turned deadly, and 

he came walking on the waves 
 Unless you were Peter on that day Jesus asked, “Who do you say I 

am?” and it became crystal clear to you exactly who Jesus was. 
“You are the Christ, the Messiah, the Son of the Living God” 

 Unless you were at the table when he said this is my body given 
for you and my blood shed for you 

 Unless you heard him say, “Greater love has no man than this, that 
he lay down his life for his friends” 

 Unless you heard him say, “For God so loved the world he gave 
his one and only Son that whoever believes in him might have 
eternal life.” 

 Unless you were the thief on the cross when Jesus said, “Today 
you will be with me in paradise.” 

 Unless you were the soldier who watched Jesus die and then said, 
“Truly this man was the Son of God.” 



 Unless you were at the tomb that day when the stone rolled away 
and Jesus rose from the dead.  
We thought he was the victim. Now we know Jesus is the victor. 
And his victory is so sweet. 

You might be disappointed in Jesus, unless you were that Prodigal Son, 
slowly making his way home, burdened by a life of failure and regret. If 
you are any of these people, and indeed, we are all of these people, when 
we meet Jesus, we are never disappointed. So the hymn ends, “For 
thyself, best gift divine to the world so freely given 
FOURTH SINGING: “Lord of all to thee we raise, this our hymn of 
grateful praise.” 
  
 


