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The Rev. Jeffrey O. Cerar
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Text:  Matthew 7:7-12

Thank you, Jamie, for that wonderful tribute to your Dad, Dick Steelman.  I can
see how much you loved him.  From my conversations with your brothers and sisters-in-
law, and some of Dick and Janet’s grandchildren, I know how well the whole family
loved him.  That is why, knowing your way with words, they picked you to speak for
them today.

Dick Steelman was a very accomplished man.  He excelled in academia and in
industry.  He was a leader in medical, educational and public service organizations.  .
He was a Doctor of Toxicology and a member of the Royal Academy of Medicine.  And
he was a philanthropist.  But I knew Dick Steelman as just a humble and kind man with
a lot of interesting things to say.

Janet has been an active member and a leader at St. Stephen’s Anglican
Church; and Dick has been an enthusiastic supporter of her activities with us.  Janet
and Dick have done many things, but I remember with particular appreciation the way
they hosted our visitors from Uganda.  In 2002, we became friends with a Ugandan
missionary who visited the Northern Neck.  His name was Stephen Kaziimba.  Later, we
set up a sister relationship with his congregation.  Then, in 2008, he became a Bishop.
We have been working with him all this time. When Stephen first started coming, Janet
and Dick were the first to offer a place for him to stay.  Several times, Stephen and
members of his family stayed in the guesthouse at Porpoise Point, and they dined with
the Steelmans.  Stephen still talks about Janet’s lasagna.  Dick, through his work in the
Lions’ Club, also was a great help in our program to send eyeglasses to the people of
Mukono, Uganda.

Over the years I became very fond of Dick.  I knew him as a generous man.  I
knew him as a man with a passion for helping people get an education.  And I knew him
as a good father for his five sons: David Eric and David Malcolm, Russ, Jamie and
David.  He is the only man I know, more than half of whose sons are named David.

What I want to talk about today is the good father.  I think the things we expect
from fathers can be summed up in four qualities:

• He is a generous provider for his children;

• He is a wise mentor and guide;
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• He defends and protects his children; and

• He loves his children unconditionally.

Dick epitomized the good father.  When Dick married Janet in 1974, he
embraced her three sons as his own.  And he was a good father to all five of his sons.

• He did not force himself on Russ, David and Jamie.  But he made it clear that he
would be there for them if they wanted.  He provided for them generously.  He
paid for their education.  He even gave them gas money when they came to visit
as a little gesture of kindness.

• He was a wise mentor and guide.  The boys remember times when he would talk
to them about life, and about careers, and about decisions they were making.

• And he loved his children.  You could see the love he had for his five sons by the
things he did for them and the way he hung in there with them, even when they
weren’t going in the direction he wanted them to.  I remember counseling Dick
once on how to take the path of tough love toward one of his sons.  It was very
hard for him, but he knew that genuine love did not affirm dysfunctional behavior.
It was clear to me that his love was unconditional.

Where do we get our image of the good father?  We get it partly from people like
Dick.  But heaven knows, there are so many bad fathers out there that the institution of
fatherhood has a damaged reputation these days.  No, we get our ideal for the perfect
father from the one true Father, our Father in heaven.  The character of God includes
those four qualities I named.

First, He is a generous provider.  He created this entire universe and all the
awesome, powerful beauty that is in it.  He created us and put us here.  He made
Himself known to us.  And He gives us the breath in our lungs, the food on our table,
the love of our families, and everything else we need to live.  As the Bible says, without
Him nothing that was made would exist.  (John 1:3)  We read a passage a few minutes
ago from the Sermon on the Mount, in which Jesus said:

Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be
opened to you.  For everyone who asks receives; he who seeks finds; and to him
who knocks, the door will be opened.
    “Which of you, if his son asks for bread, will give him a stone?  Or if he asks
for a fish, will give him a snake?  If you, then, though you are evil, know how to
give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give
good gifts to those who ask him!  [Matthew 7:7-11]

Our Father in heaven is a generous provider.  Second,  He is our wise mentor
and guide.  We have the precious gift of His Word to tell us about who He is and what
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He is doing.  He tells us about who we are, and what life is all about.  And He tells us
how He made us to be.  His Word says we were created in His image, and He tells us
why it usually doesn’t seem that way.  He tells us how He is working to redeem us, and
what to expect of the future.  And He gives us His commandments to tell us how He
made us to live, so that, if we can do those things He commands us to do, the world will
be so much better a place.

Third, God is our defender and protector.  All through the Bible, the people of
God acknowledge their weakness, and their need for Him to protect them.  He is a
strong God, who expects a great deal from His people.  And when they mess up, He
lets them reap the consequences.  But when their season of discipline has come to an
end, He always rescues them and restores them.  We cannot rescue ourselves.  And
that is particularly true of the sin that afflicts every human being who ever lived.  We
cannot save ourselves from the stain, the guilt, or the bondage to our sin.  And we
cannot ourselves overcome the estrangement that our sin brings between us and our
heavenly Father.  But, He has done it for us.  He has sent His only Son, Jesus, so that
none of us need perish, but may have everlasting life by believing in Him and
embracing Him as our Savior.  For those who receive Him, He wipes clean that dirty
slate, and gives us new life.

And finally, God the Father’s love for us is everlasting.  He has put up with the
difficult human race for eons.  We have disappointed Him.  We have forgotten Him.  We
have preferred to run after all sorts of transitory pleasures in preference to the
incredible joy of walking intimately with Him.  And yet, He has never stopped loving us.
He is always reaching out to us with an open embrace, simply asking us to turn away
from all that and accept His free gift of love.  As we read from Romans a moment ago,

No, in all [the ups and downs of life] we are more than conquerors through him
who loved us.  For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor
demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor
depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love
of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord. [Romans 8:37-38]

So let’s go back to our brother, Dick Steelman.  He was a man of faith.  He had
met Jesus early in his life, and had walked with him.  And then something came along
that shook Dick to the core.  He was deeply hurt by the Church, and his faith was
wounded.  I suspect there are others here today who have had that happen to them.  It
happens.  The Church is made up of people, and people are human, and human beings
mess up.  Dick didn’t stop believing in God.  But he stopped trusting human beings to
speak for God.  He continued to be the same generous, giving, loving man.  But he
couldn’t bring himself to be part of a church anymore.

In my years with Dick, I enjoyed our conversations.  We prayed together.  I
enjoyed his support for the work our church was doing.  But I always longed for him to
be restored to the community of the Church.  I longed for him to enjoy the reliable love
of the people of our church family.  He came to worship on rare occasions, and I longed
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for him to be able regularly to come and let his hair down before God and worship with
others.  But it was hard for Dick to get there.

Many people assumed that Dick was not a believer, because he didn’t go to
church.  Some thought that the provocative questions he raised about God came from a
lack of faith.  But Dick was a believer.  In his last year, the community of the Church
came to him.  He and Janet participated in a Bible Study that Bill Bloom led every week
for our members here at Rappahannock Westminster Canterbury.  And you could begin
to see him soften.  It was just a few weeks ago that Dick finally, after many years,
received communion, the blessing of the body and blood of Christ.  That was the
beginning of his making peace with the Church.  He didn’t live much longer.  But as he
approached his death, we was a man at peace.  Everyone has commented on the
graceful way he navigated his final days.  He had a peace only God can give. And I was
overwhelmed with joy to find in my last conversation alone with him that he had
embraced Jesus as His Savior.

His Father in heaven never let anything come between Dick and His love.

• Dick asked, and it was given to him.

• Dick sought the Lord and found Him.

•  Dick knocked, and the door was opened to him.

He knew that when a son asks a good father for bread, the father will not give him a
snake.  And how much more will our Father in heaven give good gifts to those who ask
him! (Matthew 7:7-11)

The last time I prayed with Dick and Janet, along with Russ, David, Bert and
Pam, Janet expressed the belief that Dick would be welcomed into heaven to prepare
the way for the rest of the family.  I know Dick’s welcome into heaven is secure.  And I
know that Jesus has already prepared the way for everyone who will accept His free gift
of everlasting life.

I give thanks to God for the life of Dick Steelman, our friend , brother, father,
husband, grandfather, and great grandfather.  I thank God for the generous spirit He
gave to Dick.  And I thank Him for what He has yet to do in all of us.
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