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There’s a ridiculous story going around about a man trying to cross the street. However, when he steps 
off the curb a car comes screaming around the corner and heads straight for him. The man walks faster, trying to 
hurry across the street, but the car changes lanes and is still coming at him. So the guy turns around to go back, 
but the car changes lanes again and is still coming at him. By now, the car is so close and the man so scared that 
he just freezes in the middle of the road. 

The car gets real close, then swerves at the last possible moment and stops next to the man. He can’t 
believe what he sees. Down goes the car’s window, “See, it’s not as easy as it looks, is it?” said squirrel driving 
the car. � 1 Sounds like a Geico commercial or something doesn’t it? 

Well, it’s not easy. No matter how fortunate any of us may feel and how privileged we are, there comes 
a time when our luck runs out and life slams us upside the head with a 2X4. At such times we feel like a squirrel 
trying to cross a busy street and it seems like there is nowhere left to turn. Some of us have already been 
through such times. Others of us don’t like to think about it, but we know our time is coming. 

It’s in times like these that we’re thankful for the Red Doors, you know the Red Doors outside Calvin 
and many other churches. Have you ever wondered how they happen to be red? In Middle Ages when 
corruption ran rampid, it was understood that a soldier could not pursue an enemy who had entered through the 
red doors of a church. The red doors were a symbol of refuge and sanctuary for all people who entered. The red 
on the doors signified the blood of Christ that had been shed to purify humanity from her brokenness. Anyone 
who passed through those doors was safe as long as he or she stayed behind them.2 

Earlier this week Toni introduced me to a young man who, like a squirrel darting in front of a speeding 
car, was not sure which way to go and had become frozen. I share this with his explicit permission. Ryan 
randomly came to Calvin and although all her doors were locked, the first door he tried opened. As if that’s not 
enough to be thinking this is providential, it turns out he’s from Aurora, wait for it, Nebraska! We connected. 
Ryan is an amazing young man with the best Midwest work ethic, that would make any Nebraskan Dad proud. 
Scratch that, Ryan’s work ethic is Midwest on steroids to the point that he’s suffering. His day starts at 6AM in 
East Liberty when he meets up with a dozen other college students in a park for breakfast, a goal check in, and a 
pep talk. A student leader then drives him up here where Ryan goes door to door selling educational books. 
He’s picked up at 9 or 10PM and his student leader debriefs him checking that all his numbers are aligned with 
“success.” This goes on six days a week. YES, that’s working 80+ hours a week; it’s the expectation. It’s neatly 
packaged in a character building, leadership development program. I’ve got to tell you it’s hard to believe it’s 
legal.  

This insidious program had Ryan frozen in the middle of the road as he was hemmed in with troubles. 
His Midwest work ethic, his drive to succeed was getting in the way of staying alert as to what God would do 
next. So Ryan came over to Calvin every day last week for lunch and we talked. One day he looked hungry so I 
asked him what he really craved and we got takeout from Harmony Inn, his craving for a Big Fat, Juicy 
Cheeseburger was filled! It was a lot better than the balled up double decker wonder bread, peanut butter, 
bananas and honey sandwich he’d eat for lunch AND dinner. And after lunch he’d rest, sometimes for several 
hours. I offered him one the couches just off fellowship hall or next to my office, but it literally was as if he was 
seeking protection from the forces outside the Red Doors; he preferred to have his naps, or more accurately his 
mini-sabbaths in the Sanctuary where he felt comfortably protected, nurtured and safe. 

Yes, Calvin’s sanctuary was a safe haven away from the dangers his Midwest work ethic mixed together 
with the risks of The Program. But as our talks progressed, we realized that it was also a space where Ryan was 
both breaking free from his man-made guilt and being filled with the grace of God. It was miraculous to watch 
as the sanctuary of this space enabled him to become a risk-taker, a norm-breaker, especially in the eyes of The 
Program. This holy space allowed him to seek God’s will over his will and the will of men.  

I am so proud of Ryan. He is a young man of exceptional integrity and unquestionable character. I don’t 
know if he will continue with The Program while asserting that working 80+ hours a week isn’t how we achieve 
“success” or if he’s going to rent a car and drive a thousand miles back home to Nebraska, or if he’s going to do 
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something in-between. I however, have no doubt that Ryan is going to create something beautiful for this world, 
but I do not yet know what that is.  

What I do know however, is that God has given Ryan and I a new, more guilt-free and grace-full 
understanding of what Sanctuary really means, of what really happens on the other side of those Red Doors. 
Yes, it is a space that is safe from the ways of the world. But it is also a space where we are called to the 
greatest adventure this world will ever know; following Jesus.  

Isn’t it interesting that the Sanctuary we find behind a Red Door is not a space of safety from taking 
risks, but a safe space to take risks, a safe space to innovate during a pandemic, a safe space to imagine a 
beautiful world as she betters herself before our very eyes, a safe space to embark on the adventure God has in 
store for us.  

Friends, with God and the safety God affords we must take the risk of standing by people in their 
suffering, so that their suffering can produce endurance and their endurance, character, and their character, 
hope. And we must take the risk of struggling with them against all injustice, so that justice may roll down like 
waters and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.3  

 
Amen?! 
                                                

1  http://www.theparticle.com/fun/fun.php?topic=g-rated&id=996. 
2  A Rescue Shelter, George Mason, Wilshire Baptist Church. http://www.wilshirebc.org/2004archives/article- 1999951886c- 1999585399.htm 
3  Confession of Belhar, PC(USA) Book of Confessions.  


