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When I was a preschooler, my parents built a new house in northern Illinois.  As the basement was being dug 
out, the workers unearthed a boulder the size of one those giant yoga balls and a thousand times heavier—
impossible to move without a backhoe.  Now, there aren’t any mountains or even rocky formations within a 
hundred miles of my childhood home.  In fact, you’d even be hard pressed to find a real hill in northeastern 
Illinois aside from Wilmot “Mountain” which skiers, desperate for anything with a slope in the Midwest, 
tolerate in the winter.  And yet, there was this giant rock at our house.   
 
We would play king of the hill on it—actually, quite a dangerous game since it was about 2 feet from the 
unforgiving asphalt of our road.  Who invented that game, by the way?  Whoever it was, he was a lot bigger 
than most kids and had a sadistic streak.  Sometimes, I would climb up on that boulder and look wistfully into 
the distance like Luke Skywalker pining for adventure far beyond Uncle Owen’s dusty farm.  Sometimes, I 
would narrowly avoid it while running a pattern in touch football, praying that the kid guarding me would run 
into it so I could catch the game-winning pass.  
 
That rock is still there over 45 years later.  The new family that moved in years ago probably just figured it 
came with the property and never touched it.  A few years ago, my brother stopped by the old house and took 
a picture of his son standing on that rock.     
 
When I asked my dad about it, this is what he said: “When we were digging the hole for our basement the 
rock was there. I had it placed in the front right corner of our property. I have often thought of it as the 
foundation our “house” was built on.  The LORD had guided us there and still guides our family today; 
blessed be the name of the LORD!”  That ugly hunk of rock is a touchstone for my family.    
 
Have you ever noticed how certain objects, places, and even smells are touchstones like that?  You catch a 
whiff of a perfume at the grocery store and suddenly, you’re back in grade school being hugged by your mom.  
You drive past your old high school and a flood of images bombard your brain—feelings of victory, shame, 
fear, laughter, and pressure all rush in.  You find an old Christmas ornament while cleaning out the closet, and 
tears fill your eyes.   
 
Not all touchstones give you happy, warm fuzzies, do they?  I recently attended a Zoom meeting where we 
could see thumbnails of each of the 40 participants.  As my eye caught one of the men there, my stomach 
immediately seized up and feelings of anger, fear, and regret flooded my body.  My pulse spiked as though 
someone had just pulled me out of bed at 2 in the morning and made me run a mile.  I literally started to 
sweat.  One thumbnail of one person dragged me back into a whirlpool of painful conversations.  
 
What touchstones trigger memories of shame, pain, and failure in your lives?  Maybe it’s the corner of a street 
or an uncle or the dusty smell of a chalkboard or the music of the Holidays.  And maybe your triggers are 
followed up by deep sighs, regret, or the overwhelming need to run, scream, or hide.  And maybe your triggers 



evoke the same old phrases every time: “I always mess up; I am a failure; I can’t help myself; no one cares” or 
“I was better off before I trusted God.”  Think about that as we look at the touchstone in our lesson today. 
 
After decades of turmoil and suffering brought about by disobedience and hypocrisy, God’s Old Testament 
People finally realized how badly they needed Him.  They finally threw away their idols of wood and stone and 
served the Lord exclusively.  So, the prophet Samuel called them together for a service of repentance to 
recommit themselves to God and to be reminded of his unfailing love.   
 
But, wouldn’t you know it—their long-time enemies, the Philistines, could not pass up the opportunity to 
ambush the people as they gathered in worship with their weapons left behind at home.  Isn’t that just like 
Satan?  The moment we experience a personal spiritual victory or a minute of true rest in the gospel or a 
micron of unexpected blessing our lives, the enemy ambushes us.  He tries to transform our joy into regret, 
division, anger, shame, or hopelessness.  He longs to smother every spark of light with the shadow of hell 
before it becomes a flame.   
 
This was a tenuous time for God’s people; they were spiritually weak; they were just walking back into the 
light after decades in the darkness; so many voices called them back into the shadows.  But to their credit, 
they kept their eyes focused on the LORD.  They begged Samuel, “Do not stop crying out to the Lord our God 
for us, that he may rescue us.”   
 
And God did rescue them—in a miraculous and stylish way, sending thunder to throw their enemies into a 
panic.  God’s weaponless, unprepared people routed an army of hardened warriors because the LORD fought 
for them.   
 
That’s why Samuel set up a large stone and called it Ebenezer, “the stone of help,” to physically memorialize 
this day, the day when they turned back to the LORD and the Lord reassured them of his love.  This was their 
touchstone.  In the future, whenever they were surrounded by enemies, returning from a rebellious streak or 
wondering about God’s love, they could touch this immovable stone and be reminded that their faithful 
Heavenly Father would always help them.   
 
So, what touchstones do we have? When you are experiencing a painful flashback, a stressful present, or a 
gloomy future, how do you know God will help you?  How do you know that he will protect you, forgive you, 
accept you, and carry you through?  Maybe, like me, you wish that God would thunder in a miraculous way as 
he did for his Old Testament people.  When you are feeling as lonely or vulnerable as a brittle, brown leaf on a 
late October oak, a sign from God would do nicely.  However, I can tell you from some experience that the 
glow of signs, miracles, and wonders quickly fades among morning realities.  It’s not long before you are 
asking yourself, “Did that really happen?”  “Was that really a sign or did I just imagine it?”   
 
We need much more than good feelings and miraculous fireworks.  We need touchstones.  And that’s exactly 
what God has given us in baptism and his Holy Supper.  Haven’t you ever thought it a little strange that we 
pour water on baby’s heads and eat little wafers every few weeks?  What’s with that?  God has already told us 
that Jesus died for our sins and that He loves us forever.  Why all the other fuss?  They’re touchstones.  God 



doesn’t only want us to hear that we are loved and accepted and cherished forever.  He wants us to taste it, 
smell it, touch it, and see it.  As water trickles down the forehead of that fidgety little guy in the name of the 
Father, Son, and Spirit, God wants those nervous new parents to know:  “this is my son whom I love, with him 
I am well pleased.”  When you are horrified that you have stepped beyond the boundaries of God’s mercy, 
God wants you to know, “But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the 
Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God!”  When you have broken every well-intended promise to 
change; when you are convinced that God couldn’t love someone as shattered as you, Jesus says, “Take and 
eat; This is my body, given for you.  Take and drink; this is my blood shed for you.”  His body was broken so 
you could be whole; his blood was shed so that you can stop crucifying yourself.  Taste it, smell it, see it—
know it.   
 
I serve as a missionary in East Asia.  In the last couple of years, we and countless other missionaries were 
pushed out of our target country.  Between us and our partner organization, we originally had around 50 
missionaries in country.  Now, there are about 10.  My wife and I had to find a new country to live in.  We 
didn’t get to say goodbye to our brothers and sisters.  We have struggled with anxiety, guilt, regret, loss, and 
loads of uncertainty.  From the outside, things look pretty messy, but God has given us these touchstones.  
“You are mine.  I washed you.  You have tasted my goodness, my assurance.  I will not abandon you.  And I will 
work this all out.”   
 
Now, before we close, let’s look at verse 12 again.  Notice what Samuel said.  “Thus far the Lord has helped 
us.”  It was a sobering reminder that more trouble was bound to come.  This was not the last time the 
Philistines would ever attack; not by a long shot.  Just because you feel better today does not mean that your 
enemies will not attack again.  The Accuser will hound you off and on for your entire life.  The feelings of 
shame and anxiety will return.  If Rome was not built in a day, a heart of peace is not built completely through 
a single visit to the touchstones.  That’s why you need to keep gathering with God’s People, keep listening to 
His promises, keep walking back to your baptism, keep tasting bread and wine.  Keep laying your hands on 
these unmovable touchstones.   
 
And know this:  those touchstones will never crumble.  When Samuel said, “Thus far the Lord has helped us,” 
he could have added, “And he will help us forever.”  If you ever visit Thailand, you can visit Kao Ta Pu, aka “the 
James Bond rock.”  This mighty rock, standing at noble attention in the ocean, was featured in “The Man with 
the Golden Gun.”  Thousands of people visit it every year (at least before Covid).  But if you want to see it, 
you’d better see it quick, because the weather has worn it down, and it’s about to crash into the careless sea.   
 
Mighty cliffs will crumble to dust; but our Rock of Help will never leave us; his love will never crack, not even 
under the weight of our worst shame.  Isaiah 54:10 “Though the mountains be shaken and the hills be 
removed, yet my unfailing love for you will not be shaken nor my covenant of peace be removed,” says the 
LORD, who has compassion on you.”   
 
I am a missionary; I am supposed to talk to you about sharing the gospel with the world.  But listen carefully to 
this:  there is no greater witness than the brother or sister who is standing humbly confident on the 
touchstones of God’s grace.  You are the baptized, redeemed, eternally loved child of the King.  The world is 



adrift.  In my target country, like in America, folks are ashamed, anxious, even suicidal and trying to medicate 
their grief like never before.  But here you are, the family of God, standing together in Christ, surrounded by 
the touchstones of a faithful God.  Live in his hope, and the mission will move forward.   
 


