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In a depressed area of the city of Houston, there is an Episcopal church located right next 
to a rather large liquor store.   

Usually zoning regulations prevent such a thing,  

but Houston, famously, has no zoning laws. 

So despite jokes about the drinking habits of Episcopalians, you might expect these two 
unlikely neighbors  

to be less-than-neighborly.   

However, a mutual problem brought them together, a few years back. 

It seems that the office entrance to the church faces a solid, windowless side wall of the 
liquor store. 

And that large, blank space had for years been what legal types call an attractive 
nuisance. 

Because when delinquent youth and gang members looked at it, what they saw 
was a perfect canvas  

for their spray-painted graffiti.   

Every time the graffiti appeared, the store—or the store and the church together—had it 
sandblasted or painted over. 

But time after time, the graffiti quickly returned. 

It had become a war of attrition, and the good guys were losing. 

Then someone had an idea. 

The church and the store went together to hire an artist to design a giant mural for the 
wall.  Rather than cover over the graffiti,  

he was instructed to incorporate it into the mural—not featuring it, necessarily, but 
not burying it either. 

It became part of the overall image. 

According to leaders at the church, it was a way of saying to the gangs, 

“We see you, we acknowledge your pain and frustration. 

It’s part of life in the Third Ward, but we need to move past the conflict.” 

Now, you could argue that it’s wrong to embrace vandalism, law enforcement should have 
been brought in, etc., etc. 



But the mural became a bridge, the beginnings of that church’s outreach to a 
troubled community. 

And guess what—the wall was never defaced again.  (MaryAnn McKibben Dana, 
God, Improv and the Art of Living, ch. 1) 

 

That little vignette is the opening illustration in a recent book by Mary Ann McKibben 
Dana, a Presbyterian pastor whom I used to know. 

The kind of creative problem-solving that church engaged in 

 is what she calls improv.   

It happens that as far back as her high school years, she has been involved in 
improvisational theatre, or improv. 

(Even to the point of having trained at one point with the Second City group in 
Chicago—the spawning ground for many if not most of the cast of Saturday Night 
Live over the years). 

And according to her, the basic principle of improv is finding creative ways to say Yes. 

Or more specifically, it is taking the situation in which one finds oneself, and rather 
than wasting time and energy wishing it could somehow be different, finding 
instead a positive way to move it forward. 

In improv, according to the author, you find yourself working with one or more other 
characters.  One of you starts the action by doing or saying something, 

at which point it becomes the task of the other participant to take the hand that has 
been dealt, 

and find a way to build on it so as to advance the dialog or action in a positive 
manner.   

Which brings us back to the centrality of the word, ‘Yes’. 

McKibben Dana points out that ‘yes’ is actually classified as an adverb, 

and adverbs, you will recall, describe how something is done. 

Which is why the opening chapter of her book is entitled, “Living Yes-ly.” 

It is about living in a manner that spends less energy complaining about your job or trying 
to make your father’s annoying habits go away, and  

more energy accepting what is, and transforming it. 

And in that respect, the other magic word that goes with ‘Yes’ … is ‘And’. 

Both in improv and in daily living, “Yes, And” connotes the realization that 
circumstances often don’t allow for “No,”  

or even the infamous “Yes, But.” 

“Yes And” says, seldom does life present us with perfect choices.   



As we deal with unforeseen obstacles in our careers,  

or figure out that the person with whom we fell in love is not perfect,  

“No” may be too late, and “Yes, But” may leave you spinning your wheels. 

Whereas “Yes, And” enables one to get creative in crafting [something unforeseen] of the 
situation. 

And so, in the course of her book, McKibben Dana leads you and me through  

 Accepting What We Can’t Change, 

 Risking Yes, 

 Listening for God’s Yes, 

 Living toward And, 

 Listening for God’s And, 

 Using And to Create Possibilities, 

 Embracing Ambiguity, 

 Reframing Loss and Failure, 

 and Embracing the Vulnerability of And. (Ibid.) 

      

In today’s lesson from Luke[‘s gospel], Jesus himself runs into “No” and a couple of “Yes, 
buts.” 

And the way that he deals with them is instructive…  

As Jesus turns his meandering path toward Jerusalem, he comes to a Samaritan village 
and sends his disciples ahead in order to prepare the way for him. 

However, the Samaritans aren’t buying.  A Jewish Messiah, headed toward 
Jerusalem, 

 is not exactly on their radar screen. 

Now the disciples’ feelings are hurt, and they want to bring down the wrath of God upon 
the village. 

But Jesus says, don’t waste your time on things you can’t change. 

C’mon, we’re on a mission. 

Or to put it differently, living yes-ly is more important than getting everything you 
want. 

And further along, a man responds to Jesus’ invitation to follow him by saying, 

 “First, let me go and bury my father.” 

 In response, Jesus says an amazing thing. 

Despite centuries of Jewish law concerning respect for parents and proper burial of family, 



Jesus replies, “Let the dead bury their own dead.  As for you, go and proclaim the 
Kingdom of God.” 

And when another says, “I will follow, but first let me say goodbye to my family,” Jesus 
replies, 

“No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the Kingdom of 
God.” 

Are these responses as harsh as they sound?  Or is Jesus proclaiming that the coming 
reign of God is so crucial  

that everything else takes a back seat?   

But one thing is for sure: Jesus is saying to these people, you gave me “Yes, Buts”,  

while the urgency of God’s coming Kingdom calls for “Yes, Ands.”  

But just as importantly, Jesus himself is modeling ‘Yes, And’! 

You see, the opening verse of today’s reading is the great pivot point of Luke’s gospel.  
Up until now, 

Jesus’ ministry has been in and around his native region of Galilee. 

But verse 51 declares that Jesus is now ready to turn his ministry, his journey, toward 
Jerusalem.   

Now, you know what is going to happen there.   

And even before the fact, he knows it in his bones, as well. 

So everything takes on an even greater [urgency]. 

All along, he has been saying to those he encounters, “The time is now, this is the 
moment of decision for you.” 

But now, for him as well, everything begins gravitating toward the time of 
reckoning. 

And in everything he does, Jesus is ‘Living Yes-ly,’ even in the face of the cross that 
awaits him in Jerusalem. 

Because he knows that his heavenly parent has long ago said ‘Yes’ to human 
freedom— 

freedom, even, that will lead to the crucifixion of God’s son. 

But he also knows that God is going to say ‘Yes, And,’ through the resurrection. 

After all (and you may have seen this coming), isn’t ‘Yes, And’ the basic character of the 
Holy One? 

Sure, you can find places in scripture where God appears to be portrayed as 
having everything mapped out according to plan. 

(Whom you will marry, how World War II was going to turn out, etc., etc.). 



But I would submit to you that the great weight of the biblical witness points to One who 
doesn’t prevent 

 babies from being born into poverty, or  

some of Jesus’ own people from rejecting him, 

or college students from being tragically killed just days from graduation. 

Instead, that God is the one who walks with us to redeem those tragedies through the 
healing power of ‘Yes, And.’ 

 

When our Confirmation Class was presented to the elders recently, I was struck with how 
well Jordan Boffen’s Statement of Faith 

would fit in with this passage from Luke that I was planning to preach on. 

And although she and her family could not be here today, she gave permission for me to 
share her thoughts.   

She was talking about what an important role is occupied in her life right now by 
playing on her school’s volleyball team. 

And how integral her faith life is to competing in that sport.  

She refers to God trying to teach her “ … how not to be discouraged after a shanked pass, 
blocked ‘hit’, or net serve,” but to move on and keep her head in the game. 

She quotes from the book of Joshua in the Hebrew scriptures:  

“Be strong and courageous.   Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged.  For the 
Lord your God will be with you wherever you go.”    

Jordan, it appears, is learning the gift of ‘Living Yes-ly.’ And competitive volleyball is but 
one of a limitless number of paths for getting there. 

 

Oh, and by the way, the title of this book is God, Improv, and the Art of Living. 

So, how does that title play for you?  Are there ways you can ‘improv’ your way to reframe 
loss and failure, or embrace ambiguity? 

You may not ever make it to Saturday Night Live.  But you will be engaged in one of the 
deepest and most promising of the mysteries of faith. 

 

Please pray with me: 

The scene is set, O Lord—the circumstances of a human life in motion, or a church in 
transition, or a great nation at a time of decision.  Spare us the impulse to lament what is, 
or obsess over what cannot be changed, and gift us instead with the impulse to say Yes-
-and then, to do improv, with you, the great ‘And.’ Amen. 


