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Message: “No More Mary Poppins” 

Do you remember Mary Poppins?  The 1964 movie was one of 

Disney’s all-time best, featuring Julie Andrews in her feature debut and 
Dick Van Dyke in a supporting role.  Mary Poppins was the perfect 

nanny, meeting the hopes of children and expectations of parents. 

You may remember these lyrics: 

“A Spoonful of sugar helps the medicine go down 

The medicine go down-wown 

The medicine go down 
Just a spoonful of sugar helps the medicine go down 

In a most delightful way”1 

Let’s see if you remember these lyrics: 

“In every job that must be done 

There is an element of fun 
You find the fun  

and snap! The job's a game 

And every task you undertake 
Becomes a piece of cake 

A lark! A spree! It's very clear to see that …”2 

It’s fun to take this walk down memory lane.  But what does it have 
to do with our scripture readings?  Well, if you remember, Mary Poppins 

was hired to be a governess.  This means she was responsible for the 

children, caring for them when their parents were occupied, chaperoning 
them outside the home, and teaching them, particularly about morals.   

A governess (or governor) was more than a tutor or trainer.  They could 

administer discipline.  Basically, anything needed to help those under 

their care develop was fair game. 

It’s not unusual for female and/or male guardians to care for young 

people until they reach the age of maturity.  You see this in many 
cultures, from Judaism with the bar mitzvah to Victorian England, to 

African cultures, Middle Eastern cultures, Asian cultures and more. 

 
1 Robert Sherman, A Spoonful of Sugary, Walt Disney Company, 1964  
2 Ibid 
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And you see it reflected in Paul’s letter to the group at Galatia.   

He wrote, “Until the time when we were mature enough to respond 

freely in faith to the living God, we were carefully surrounded and 
protected by the Mosaic law. The law was like those Greek tutors, with 

which you are familiar, who escort children to school and protect them 

from danger or distraction, making sure the children will really get to 

the place they set out for” (Galatians 3:23-25, MSG). 

Paul saw the Old Testament, particularly the five books of the Law 

given by Moses, in the same role as Mary Poppins.  The Law served 
as a guardian, governess or, if you like trainer or custodian, for those 

who were immature in faith.  

And, guess what?  That was everyone.  You don’t have to read very 

much of the Old Testament to find people drifting away from God, 

doing their own, usually evil, thing.  After discipline, they straighten up 
– for a time.  Sounds like a spoonful of sugar was needed for the 

medicine.  Before we point fingers, it fits us today, too.  We all need 

instruction, even discipline, at times. 

There is one, big difference: Jesus came down from heaven to be 

with us.  That’s a life-altering event so powerful it changed the course 

of history and the trajectory of the universe.  No longer are we headed 
down the path of annihilation and meaningless death.  We are offered 

life in abundance forever, starting here and now!  

How does this work?  Should we just ignore the Old Testament?  
These are good questions.  Paul taught us the Law was given as a 

guardian or a teacher.  So the Law, just like our time in school, had a 

limited period of time to be effective. Living under the Law was like 
living under a tutor who keeps one from full freedom until maturity is 

reached.  Once God’s promise was fulfilled, there was no longer any 

need for that kind of tutor.  So, no – we don’t ignore the Old Testament, 

and yes – we’ve been given something (or someone) better. 

Jesus’ birth, life, death, resurrection, ascension and gift of the Holy 

Spirit changed everything.  God kept the promise.  God wrote on our 
very hearts and minds, and then gave us a guide and intercessor who 
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lives inside us, the gift of the Holy Spirit.  All we need to do is believe 

and have faith. 

One Asbury scholar puts it this way: faith is “surrendering without 

reservation to the word of the Lord, regardless of how incredible it 

seems.”3  The Apostle Paul insists the covenant of faith was never set 

aside by the Law.  Abraham’s faith came before there was a Law. 
John Wesley wrote: “The [one] who is accounted just or righteous 

before God, shall continue in a state of acceptance, life, and salvation, 

by faith. This is the way God has chosen.”4 

When we’re immature in our belief and faith, which includes those 

who reject faith, we need a guardian.  We need encouragement, 
instruction, and even discipline on occasion.  We’re children under 

God’s care, under the Law, which shows us the lessons and experiences 

of others who went their own way.   

But, at some point, we encounter the living Christ.  And, once we 

believe, there’s no longer a need for a guardian.  We no longer need 

Mary Poppins.  Our eyes are opened.  Our hearts are renewed.  Our soul 
is with the One who is our Teacher and Shepherd, caring for us as 

members of God’s family, Jesus’ sisters and brothers. 

Our very identity changes.  Before, we were known by our ethnicity, 
orientation, gender, age, education, economic class, political party or 

clique.  Afterward, we are known by our identity in faith.  We are those 

who follow the Master, who live by faith, who live according to the way 
Jesus showed us.  No walls or boundaries can separate us from our Lord 

and Savior.  We are under the care of the One who orders the universe, 

following the commission Jesus gave us.  

We’re making disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the 

world. But the making matters.  The way we live matters.  We’re being 

transformed, even as we seek to transform the world. And yes, 
sometimes it feels like we’re moving from madness to stillness, from 

insanity to a right mind.  A right mind may seem like madness to a 

world bent on turning inward, lifting self above all other good. To be a 

 
3 Herman Ridderbos, Asbury Commentary, p. 118 
4 John Wesley, Sermon Notes on Galatians 3:11 
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disciple is to be other-centered, outward-focused.  It's to see all the 

people, even before seeing self. 

To get there, we must be quiet. We must set ourselves aside and listen 
to a profound silence. Just ask Elijah. He had come to the end of himself, 

the end of his strength, the end of his wisdom. And it’s only in the 

strength of God’s presence he could hope to continue his life’s journey. 
Elijah was ready to give up. You’ve been there, maybe not to the point 

of wanting to die. Or maybe you have. Maybe someone you love has 

been there. It’s a place of despair, surrender. It’s not a place for 

condemnation, or shame, but of silence. 

God leads Elijah to the mountain and let him experience a rock-

shattering wind, a mountain-shaking earthquake, and then a fire.  

A fire on a mountain? What could burn? Maybe it’s a vision, a 

manifestation of a world without the presence of God, the way Elijah felt 
in the moment: abandoned and alone, persecuted, hunted and hounded 

by his enemies and at the end of his strength. 

But God wasn’t in the wind or the earthquake or the fire.  
God isn’t in the destructive forces attacking us when we’re at our worst, 

in the loudness or terror or violence of this world.  

Where is God? God is in the silence. We once translated the verse “the 
still small voice.” I always liked that. There’s serenity there, an echo of a 

presence, like the voice you hear in your mind when you’re getting 

ready for a difficult task. It’s a voice of encouragement, a voice of 
presence.  The still small voice is hope.  It’s a beautiful translation. But 

perhaps a better one is from the NRSV “a sound of sheer silence.” We 

find God in moments of silence and solitude. 

What’s happening on the mountain? It’s hard to be sure. It sounds 

like God sends Elijah to the mountain.  Yet at the same time, it sounds 

like God doesn’t want him there. “What are you doing here, Elijah?” 
Maybe God is asking Elijah to check his identity, or his to-do list. But 

maybe we should read it as “Why are you still here?”  

Elijah says he’s doing his best. It feels like he’s the only one doing any 
work, the only one putting his life at risk, the only one who represents 

the true God of Israel.  
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Does his complaint include God? “I’m the only one left,” says Elijah, 

which may be a way of saying, “Where have you been?” 

Could it be that God’s presence is often overlooked? We want the big 
show.  We want thunder and lightning to announce God’s presence.  

We want it to be so obvious no one can doubt. There have always been 

those moments, to be sure. But most often, God works in quieter ways, 
obscure ways, ways that seem natural, like coincidence, like in the 

everyday decisions we make all the time. God is at work in and through 

what happens around us, even when it doesn’t seem like it. God is 
present, even when it feels like absence. God is acting, even when it 

feels like stillness.  Relax, we don’t need Mary Poppins.   

How are you called to be more attentive to God’s still, small (and 

risky) voice? 

Let us pray …  

 

 

Galatians 3:23-29 (CEB) 
Before faith came, we were guarded under the Law, locked up until faith 

that was coming would be revealed, so that the Law became our 

custodian until Christ so that we might be made righteous by faith. 

But now that faith has come, we are no longer under a custodian. 

You are all God’s children through faith in Christ Jesus. All of you who 

were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is 
neither Jew nor Greek; there is neither slave nor free; nor is there male 

and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. Now if you belong to 

Christ, then indeed you are Abraham’s descendants, heirs according to 

the promise. 
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1 Kings 19:1-15a (CEB) 

Ahab told Jezebel all that Elijah had done, how he had killed all Baal’s 

prophets with the sword. Jezebel sent a messenger to Elijah with this 
message: “May the gods do whatever they want to me if by this time 

tomorrow I haven’t made your life like the life of one of them.” 

Elijah was terrified. He got up and ran for his life. He arrived at Beer-
sheba in Judah and left his assistant there. He himself went farther on 

into the desert a day’s journey. He finally sat down under a solitary 

broom bush. He longed for his own death: “It’s more than enough, Lord! 
Take my life because I’m no better than my ancestors.” He lay down and 

slept under the solitary broom bush. 

Then suddenly a messenger tapped him and said to him, “Get up! Eat 

something!” Elijah opened his eyes and saw flatbread baked on glowing 

coals and a jar of water right by his head. He ate and drank, and then 
went back to sleep. The Lord’s messenger returned a second time and 

tapped him. “Get up!” the messenger said. “Eat something, because you 

have a difficult road ahead of you.” Elijah got up, ate and drank, and 
went refreshed by that food for forty days and nights until he arrived at 

Horeb, God’s mountain. There he went into a cave and spent the night. 

The Lord’s word came to him and said, “Why are you here, Elijah?” 

Elijah replied, “I’ve been very passionate for the Lord God of heavenly 

forces because the Israelites have abandoned your covenant. They have 

torn down your altars, and they have murdered your prophets with the 

sword. I’m the only one left, and now they want to take my life too!” 

The Lord said, “Go out and stand at the mountain before the Lord. 

The Lord is passing by.” A very strong wind tore through the mountains 
and broke apart the stones before the Lord. But the Lord wasn’t in the 

wind. After the wind, there was an earthquake. But the Lord wasn’t in 

the earthquake. After the earthquake, there was a fire. But 
the Lord wasn’t in the fire. After the fire, there was a sound. Thin. 

Quiet. When Elijah heard it, he wrapped his face in his coat. He went out 

and stood at the cave’s entrance. A voice came to him and said, “Why 

are you here, Elijah?” 
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He said, “I’ve been very passionate for the Lord God of heavenly forces 

because the Israelites have abandoned your covenant. They have torn 

down your altars, and they have murdered your prophets with the sword. 

I’m the only one left, and now they want to take my life too.” 

The Lord said to him, “Go back through the desert to Damascus and 

anoint Hazael as king of Aram.” 

 


