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This is my story, this is my song… 
(Job 1:13-22, Luke 14:12-24) 

 

 Today we continue our series on heroes of the Christian faith. So far we’ve 
learned about a man who-among other things-worked to get the Bible into the 
hands of his English-speaking neighbors. John Wycliffe was more than just a 
scholar, teacher or priest; he was a hero of the faith.  
 Last week we learned about a missionary who made an impact on a once 
pagan land. Though Patrick is credited with many fictitious accomplishments his 
influence is still felt in Ireland, even if it’s a bit overshadowed by shamrocks and 
green beer. What makes Patrick a hero is that he listened to the call from God to 
return to Ireland and assist pagan people in changing their beliefs. 
 Today’s heroine suffered much yet found a way to overcome her 
shortcomings and became an inspiration for many. Fanny Crosby was born on 
this date-March 24th in 1820 in a one-story cottage in rural New York State. 
Tragically when Fanny was six weeks old, she caught an infection in her eyes. 
Their normal family physician was away. So another doctor was called in to treat 
the infant.  
 Strangely, he prescribed hot mustard bandages to be applied to her eyes, 
which destroyed her sight completely! It was later learned that this Doctor was 
not qualified to practice medicine, but when sought out had left town and was 
never heard from again. Amazingly Fanny never felt any resentment toward him. 
 Yet another tragedy occurred when her father, John, died before she was a 
year old. It was thought that she would never be able to get an education yet, at 
the age of eight, she wrote this poem:  
 “0 what a happy soul am I! Although I cannot see,  
 I am resolved that in this world, contented I will be.  
 How many blessings I enjoy, that other people don't.  
 To weep and sigh because I'm blind, I cannot and I won't!” 
  

 The resilience of young Fanny is something akin to the maturity of Job 
who- when he lost it all-managed to keep his faith. Job famously said, “naked I 
have come from my Mother’s womb, and naked I shall return.” (Job 1:21). The 
season of Lent began by reminding us that we are dust and to dust we shall 
return. In a similar manner Job expects nothing in return for his faith in God.  
 The people that most impact our lives respond differently than most when 
facing a stressful situation. Think of someone you deeply respect. Why does that 
person hold such a high regard in your mind? Likely, the people you’re thinking 
about make a difference without calling too much attention to themselves. 
Frankly, it’s the non-anxious, capable Christians that advance the gospel with the 
most tact.   
 Fanny Crosby’s family may have experienced tragedy but they didn’t fall 
apart. Twenty-one-year-old Mercy Crosby provided for her daughter by seeking 
employment as a maid. This left Fanny's grandmother Eunice to take care of her, 
Fanny would later write, "My grandmother was more to me than I can ever 
express by word or pen."  Eunice Crosby took the time to help her granddaughter 
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"see" the world around her. The two spent hours walking in the meadow, where 
Eunice would describe the sights around her in as vivid detail as possible.  
 Many hours were passed sitting in an old rocking chair where Eunice 
would explain to Fanny the intricate details of the flowers and birds around her, 
or the beauty of a sunrise and sunset. Eunice Crosby also spent hours reading 
the Bible to Fanny and teaching her the importance of prayer and a relationship 
with God.  
 In time she discovered that Fanny had an amazing capacity for 
memorization. Fanny learned large passages of scripture by heart. The seemingly 
handicapped girl memorized several chapters of the Bible each week and could 
even quote the Pentateuch, Gospels, Proverbs, Song of Solomon, and many 
Psalms. 
 Not unlike John Wycliffe who left home at 15 to study at Oxford University 
or St. Patrick who was taken from home at 16, just before Fanny turned 15 she 
boarded a steamboat that took her to begin studies at The New York Institute for 
the Blind. The Lessons were taught by lecture, since the Braille system was not 
yet widely used. Fortunately, Fanny's phenomenal memory helped her retain the 
information she heard, and so she enjoyed most of her studies. 
 Fanny and others at the Institute often traveled, presenting concerts and 
programs to make people aware of the school. Fanny graduated and became one 
of the Institute’s teachers in English grammar and rhetoric, as well as Greek, 
Roman, and American history. For those who saw the movie “the greatest 
showman”, you’d be interested to know that many visitors came to the school 
including, Jenny Lind. She sang and Fanny Crosby recited her poem called, `The 
Swedish Nightingale.'  
 In 1844, at the age of twenty-four, she was asked to give a poetic address 
before Congress and in her audience were such men as John Quincy Adams, 
Andrew Johnson, Stephen Douglas, Rufus Choate and Jefferson Davis. When 
Henry Clay's son was killed in battle in 1847 she composed a poem of sympathy 
for the famous father. She especially enjoyed a long friendship with Grover 
Cleveland, who when she was sixteen copied her poems for her as an assistant at 
the institute.  
 One woman, Mary Van Alstine, was so impressed with Fanny that she 
wanted her son to receive his instruction from her saying, "Take care of my boy." 
As biographer Bernard Ruffin stated, Mary did not realize that "Fanny would take 
such good care of Alexander that one day he would marry her!" 
 "Van," as Fanny called Alexander, was the first of the Institute's students 
to attend "regular college." After obtaining his teaching certificate, he returned to 
the Institute as a music teacher, where he and Fanny soon connected over their 
mutual love of music and poetry. Despite their eleven-year age difference, their 
friendship rapidly ripened into love, and on March 5, 1858, they were married. 
 If you knew anything of Fanny before today’s sermon my guess is you 
knew her hymns. Yet, like Wycliffe and St. Patrick her most impressive work 
didn’t begin until she was in her forties. Of the well over 9,000 songs she wrote 
her husband Van often helped her find a melody to accompany her text. Beyond 
her capacity to create words that captured the Christian message were also her 
actions of charity.  
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   Fanny was paid one dollar for each of her hymns, and though she and 
Van could have lived comfortably on this income, she gave away anything that 
they didn’t need. Because of this, the Van Alstines lived in a small, cramped 
apartment in Manhattan's Lower East Side. Their home was near one of 
Manhattan's worst slums, just a few blocks from the notorious Bowery, a well-
known "haunt for hopeless alcoholics and the main artery of a thriving red light 
district.” (Christianity today) 
  Fanny said, "You can't save a man by telling him of his sins. He knows 
them already. Tell him there is pardon and love waiting for him. Win his 
confidence and make him understand that you believe in him, and never give up 
(on) him!" This way of thinking makes it clear to me that Fanny was a heroine of 
Christ-centered proportions. Which brings me to our gospel passage for the day.  
 The parable of the “great banquet” is about as close to a manual on how to 
be generous as we have from Jesus. Sadly, many believers get caught up in the 
political implications of church work. To many conservative Christians the “social 
gospel” is too progressive, yet this text can’t be any clearer: “when you give a 
feast, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame and blind, and you will be blessed.”   
 Jesus isn’t interested in what social, economic category the least of these 
find themselves in, he knows they will be grateful, the Master says, “go out to the 
highways, hedges, and compel people to come in that my house may be filled.” 
The kingdom of God is the work of the Holy Spirit. The kingdom isn’t a secret 
society; it’s open to all who would come. Jesus knows people will come up with 
excuses for not being present so he extends the invitation to all who would be a 
blessing. 
 Our church vision: “is to know Jesus Christ and make him known.” In the 
most basic sense, the knowing part happens when we open the Bible, the making 
him known part comes when we live the lessons learned in it. It’s true that we 
should come to church and tell people about Jesus but one can see where the 
church goes wrong if it thinks that only “some people” are invited within its walls, 
likewise if the ones who were invited don’t show up this doesn’t mean it’s a 
failure. 
 Last week my brother texted me after he came home from a Session 
meeting. Our home church in Lincoln Nebraska, Eastridge Presbyterian is 
fortunate to be in a vibrant growing college town with many young families who 
try to keep it ahead of the curve. The church is currently the largest Presbyterian 
Church in the state of Nebraska with 760 members. Yet, this same church was 
well over 400 members larger when my brother, sister and I were growing up in 
it some thirty years ago. 
 As you can imagine the decline that one of the state’s most viable 
Presbyterian Churches has experienced has also affected others. In my brother’s 
words, “every (PCUSA) church is tanking, in the next ten years half of our state’s 
churches will not be able to afford a full time pastor.” Before I tell you how I 
responded consider what my brother-a lifelong Presbyterian now a very 
successful lawyer-was observing. We have less people so we can’t afford what we 
once had.  
 Here’s the “captain obvious statement”; The Presbyterian Church isn’t 
what it once was. When my brother also said, “In the next ten years it’s going to 
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get ugly”, my response was, “maybe it’s supposed to.” I sincerely believe our 
denomination is the way it is today because we’ve been fighting with each other 
for too long. I’m not saying we should consider leaving it, just being honest about 
the “lay of the land.” 
 Next week our church will welcome four new members, not including their 
three children. That means our roughly 145 members are only twenty-one 
persons less than our membership ten years ago of 166.  Within our Presbytery of 
churches in Beaver and Butler counties, though we’re small, we’re actually the 
fifteenth largest. I’m not saying this to make us feel an unhealthy level of pride, 
just giving us a reality check. Times have changed but thankfully we’re making it, 
each of you here today contributes to a growing congregation.              
 If our church continues to grow, sustains programing, education, mission 
and discipleship, then we will be doing what we’re called to do. If we spend too 
much time trying to figure out how to be like churches that we’re not OR 
expecting our elders, deacons, trustees, secretary, pastor or preschool staff to 
“clone themselves” to get everything done that we once did, then we will suffer.  
Simply put, We shouldn’t try to be the church of 50 years ago, just the one we’re 
called to be today! 
  
 What makes a hero of the faith is similar to what makes a healthy church, 
commitment to the cause, resiliency in the face of adversity and the humility to 
know that it is up to the will of God. Sadly, Fanny and Van lost their only child 
shortly after its birth. Some believe her infant daughter was on her mind when 
she wrote the song, “Safe In The Arms Of Jesus”. 
 For a long period of time Miss Crosby was under contract to write three 
hymns a week for a New York Publishing Firm, Biglow and Main. During her life 
they purchased 5,900 poems from her, in her later years providing a regular 
allowance. It was revivalist Ira Sankey though who did more than any other to 
popularize Fanny Crosby's songs. The great crowds, who packed the Moody-
Sankey revivals, sang her songs, which became part of their personal testimonies.  
 My favorites include, “To God be the Glory”, “Tell me the story of Jesus” 
and of course; “Blessed Assurance.” The sermon title today is the refrain from 
that hymn, “this is my story, this is my song, praising my savior all the day long!” 
Later in her life Fanny said, "My love for the Holy Bible and its sacred truth is 
stronger and more precious to me at ninety than at nineteen."  
 Asked about her longevity, she said her secret was that she guarded her 
taste, her temper and her tongue. Another of her famous sayings through the 
years was, "Don't waste any sympathy on me. I am the happiest person living." 
Yet, were you to see a picture of Fanny, you wouldn’t guess that she was very 
happy. Sometimes we think that if a person is effervescent and engaging that they 
are content, yet I’m sure we all could give examples of such people who were far 
from fulfilled.   
 Though her hymn writing declined in later years, Fanny was active in 
speaking engagements and missionary work among America's urban poor almost 
until the day of her death in 1915. Fanny could’ve been one of us; she knew Jesus 
and made him known to others. Yet, if her grandmother hadn’t taught her, as well 
as the institute for the blind having given her an education and a career, she 
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might not have composed the musical treasures that she’s left us with some 115 
years later.               
 Her commitment to the cause, resiliency in the face of adversity and the 
humility to know that it is up to the will of God… made all the difference.  
 
  In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, 
          AMEN! 
 
 

 
 
     


