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For a little over two decades, from 1960 -1981 The Porter Wagoner show was a beloved
television staple for millions of viewers. It’s star and executive producer, country music star Porter
Wagoner, shared the stage with his band, musical guests, comedians, and what he called a “girl singer”
who sang duets with him and the guests and sometimes got to sing a solo. After the first “girl singer” on
the show left, Porter Wagoner offered the position to a young woman who had recently moved to
Nashville from a small, rural town in Tennessee who knew in her soul she was going to be a singer and
songwriter. She had already written several songs that had sold well, however most of them had been
sung by someone else. Which means hardly anyone had heard of Dolly Parton when she took the job.

Since Dolly’s death earlier this week, I am sure most of you have heard about her career, business
savvy, philanthropy, and even her faith. Please indulge me one more story about her this morning.
Because sometimes a story from someone’s life can illustrate how the words we read in the Bible are not
dusty relics of the past, they are happening now in the world we live in, embodied in people’s choices.

Porter Wagoner didn’t limit Dolly Parton to the role of “girl singer”. He mentored her and
encouraged her dreams and talent as a songwriter and singer. Although they sometimes argued over
creative differences, Wagoner went above and beyond for Dolly. He went to his record label, RCA, and
convinced them to sign her to a contract. The executives at RCA were hesitant to do so, even with
Wagoner’s support, because they thought Dolly couldn’t sing. To convince them to give her a chance,
Wagoner said any money lost on any album Dolly recorded could come out of the royalties from his
albums, which at the time sold millions of copies. It was a risk. But Wagoner never lost any money
because Dolly’s albums sold well.

Dolly’s contract with The Porter Wagoner Show was for 5 years. She stayed for 7. During those 7
years she grew as an artist, and a person who always knew her vision was to become a solo artist. So, in
1974 she told Wagoner it was time to leave the show to pursue her solo career, including a change in the
genre of music she wrote and sang. But Wagoner believed Dolly had made his show better and refused to
let her go. So, she wrote him a song called I Will Always Love You, which she later recorded and Whitney
Houston gave new wings to when she sang it for the Bodyguard soundtrack in the 1990’s. When Wagoner
heard the song, he understood, and let Dolly go. As her career took off, however, Wagoner’s declined, and
he resented that decline. He sued Dolly for millions. And even though she probably would have won had
the lawsuit gone to court, she settled out of court and agreed to pay him. Years later, Wagoner was in debt
and asked Dolly to purchase his music catalog so he could pay his debts, which she did. Then, she gave
the music catalog back to him for free. When she could have made millions, when she could have
humiliated Wagoner, Dolly chose to keep the promise she made in her song to always love him. Not in the
romantic definition of the word, but love in the sense of honoring and respecting someone their whole
life. Dolly kept that promise throughout her life; she even visited Wagoner when he was dying because
that is what love does.

Just like in the reading from Paul’s letter to the early Christian community in Rome and in today’s
Gospel. The words from Romans about not letting evil overcome us and overcoming evil with good,
loving people, even when they betray or hurt you by refraining from taking revenge can sound naively
unrealistic in our modern world where there is so much that could be described as evil: injustices, tragic
disasters, loss, greedy and selfish acts that cause all kinds of harm. I don’t have to spend much time
giving examples of what I am sure all of you are aware of. But it wasn’t that different back when those
words were written. How to live as a follower of Jesus in a world that punished him for being a
disappointing Messiah, for not being a revenge taking military leader, was something the early church
struggled with and is something all of us need to figure out for ourselves.



In today’s Gospel we read even the guy Jesus called a chip of the old block a few verses ago
quickly became a stumbling block by setting his mind on something other than God as soon as Jesus
started talking about suffering, dying, and rising. Taking up a cross and following Jesus doesn’t sound like
fun; nor does it sound supportive or empowering. Especially when we consider how Jesus’ death and
resurrection don’t seem to have eradicated evil acts or changed much of anything.

That’s where the story of Dolly Parton and Porter Wagoner comes in. Dolly didn’t have to do
what she did. She had other choices. She could have said she didn’t owe Wagoner anything, she could
have resented how he tried to keep her on his show when she wanted to leave, she could have hired
lawyers who would have humiliated him in court when he tried to sue her, she could have kicked him
when he was down by refusing to buy his music catalog or used him to make more money by selling that
music catalog back to him for more than she bought it for. So many choices that could have been vengeful
and cruelly reasonable in a cut-throat world that cares more about making money and making a name for
yourself than it cares for the wellbeing of people. Dolly chose differently; she chose the love of God. And
that is powerful. It shows there is another way. And this other way of generosity, dignity and respect
doesn’t have to be difficult, dramatic, or painful. It can be a way of being.

Not a lot of people know about this story because neither Dolly nor Wagoner made it public. It
was done quietly. Because the most important things in life aren’t a performance that happens on a stage,
they are what happens when no one is looking.

Of course, not everyone can copy what Dolly did, especially if you don’t have the resources she
had. But that really isn’t the point of this sermon. This is not about copying Dolly Parton. It is about living
the words of the Gospel and refusing to be a stumbling block to God’s love in Jesus made known in the
world through our choices: what we do and what we say, how we treat people with dignity and respect,
how we take up that cross of Christ that does call for death — the death of ego, the death of being right at
the cost of dignity, the death of superiority, the death of all the stumbling blocks of love — so that the love
of God can grow and spread. Whether or not you like her music, Dolly embodied her faith by making the
choice to love when she could have chosen differently. This is not lifting her up as an example of
superiority, but as evidence that it is possible to choose to love like Jesus. And that is where hope lives
despite any and all tragedies and injustices in the world.

How you or I choose to love will depend on our particular circumstances. The point is, it is
possible, and we can choose to love by being generous, kind, respectful, forgiving, and every time we do,
that new resurrection life of Jesus grows closer. That’s not naivete, that’s the Kingdom of God.



