
Lakeside Sermons
Lakeside Baptist Church • Rocky Mount, North Carolina

Jody C. Wright, Senior Minister

FEBRUARY 2, 2014
THE FOURTH SUNDAY AFTER THE EPIPHANY

Silly God
I Corinthians 1:18-31; Matthew 5:1-12

It is official: Punxsutawney Phil saw his shadow this morning, so we are
in store for six more weeks of winter.  However, any groundhogs in my
neighborhood would have quickly disputed Phil’s prediction because they did
not see their shadows as it was cloudy here, so maybe an early spring is in
our forecast.  The truth is, depending on a groundhog to predict the weather
is about as certain as betting on who will win the Super Bowl.  It all depends
on the numerous conditions that converge at the moment the big event
occurs.  Is it sunny or cloudy?  Is Manning on his game or not?  Nevertheless,
Phil has spoken–or at least appeared.  Hold onto your gloves and boots and
heavy jackets and we will see what happens.

Speaking of furry critters that pop up every once in a while, I have not
seen the Trix Rabbit lately.  Maybe I am not watching enough Saturday
morning cartoons.  You remember the Rabbit, don’t you?  For well over fifty
years, the Trix Rabbit has been trying every trick in the book to get hold of
that fruity cereal, but every time he grabs the box, some snooty little kid
comes along, snatches it from his furry little paws, and reminds him, “Silly
Rabbit, Trix are for kids.”

I thought about that silly rabbit this past week when I read over our
Gospel lesson.  That connection in itself is silly, I know, but I thought about
the people who were listening to Jesus speak.  They were hungry for good
news.  They longed to taste righteousness and the fruits of God’s blessings. 
They were tired of waiting for God to act, tired of the snooty attitudes of the
Pharisees with their 600 plus rules and regulations for the perfect spiritual life. 
They were weary of being told that the blessings of God were not for them.

Then Jesus came along and turned the world upside down.  He
understood their frustration.  He identified with people who did not feel good
enough to inherit the kingdom.  He understood the oppression of the Roman
army, the violence of the culture, the poverty which ruled his people, the
hunger of the spirit for something more, the sorrow which defined so much of
their lives, and the ridicule they experienced for wanting to claim more from



God.  He sensed the despair in their hearts and the longing in their eyes. 
They simply did not feel worthy of God’s blessing.

Do you ever feel that way?  Do we, as a community, feel that God has
abandoned us, that we are not worthy of God’s blessing?  January was a
tough month for our community.  Last Monday evening, four young men were
shot while playing basketball in the parking lot of one of our sister churches. 
One of them, a twelve year old, clings to life in an intensive care unit in
Greenville.  Two weeks ago a fifteen year old boy was murdered.  Just a
month into the new year our community is charged with racial tension. 
Several families have lost their homes to fire.  Food stamps still have not been
delivered to some of our most fragile families.  Unemployment continues to
be a major issue for our community.  Political differences are more
pronounced than ever.  Economic distinctions are at a critical level. 
Emotional weariness saps the energy out of many of us.  We all want to know
when this winter of discontent is going to end.

And Jesus speaks.  He speaks to us just as he spoke to his fellow Jews
nearly two thousand years ago.  His message is the same: Blessed are you! 
It is not merely a message that we can be happy to have God’s favor.  It is a
reminder that the fullness of God’s grace rests upon us as well as any other
people.  It is a promise that the abundant life God promised to all people is
our gift as well.  Blessed are we . . . for the kingdom of heaven is in our midst.

Really?  It does not seem as if God’s kingdom is here in Rocky Mount. 
It does not seem as if God reigns here.  But God does, if we will allow it.  The
kingdom of God has to be made obvious.  We have to help reveal it.  We have
to help other people understand it and see it and experience it.

A short while ago, we prayed for the four young men who were shot last
week.  I should have added a fifth name to the list for we also need to pray for
Shyheim Tyrek Collins, the seventeen year old who has been accused of
shooting the other boys.  What would bring a young man to commit such an
act?  When a seventeen year old boy should be playing basketball himself,
studying for class, talking to his friends, or having dinner with his family, what
would cause him to take a gun and fire it at other young men his age and
younger?

We know that the answers to those questions are complex.  We cannot
impose our understanding of what it is like to be seventeen on that young
man.  But I have to wonder if he is one of those folks who believes he is
beyond the blessing of God.  Is he not worthy?  Is he not good enough? 
Does he not qualify for God’s blessing as do the rest of us?
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I read a fascinating article this past week about an interview with a man
on death row.  About forty years ago, the man was convicted of the brutal
murder of a teenage girl and sentenced to death.  The author, at the time a
young pastor, visited the inmate in the maximum security prison where he
awaited his execution.  I am not certain what he expected to hear from the
man, but what he heard was not expected.  He heard a man who had
contemplated his crime for twenty-one years talk about mercy and
forgiveness.  He heard a convicted killer discuss love and grace.  He heard
a man who would never live outside the razor-wire fences of a prison talk
about the freedom he had found in the love of God.

Such talk from a murderer infuriated this young pastor.  He jumped up
from the table and left the room.  Years later, when time and maturity had
calmed his spirit and opened his heart, he learned something.  He wrote,

This man had claimed the love of God as his own. He had
claimed what I preached.  And yet when the evidence was in front
of me, I could not believe it.  I’d spent a lot of energy trying to
contain God’s presence.  I had carefully learned rituals and
chosen music and crafted sermon sentences that aimed to
cultivate grace.

What I had either forgotten or never learned is that right
next to all of this is something that’s out of control: the power of
God.  It’s a surging and crackling energy, a wildness that the
church hints at but doesn’t own.  When I felt it come alive in that
prison it made me jump because it defied a deeply ingrained,
childish belief in justice and decency.  How could a murderer grab
hold of the same love I’d been given?1

Blessed are you . . . .  Sometimes we forget that we cannot control the
grace and love of God.  We cannot control whom God blesses or what God
does in the world.  We can, however, help one another understand that God
wants each of us to discover our blessing.  We can help the kingdom of God
appear in our midst–right here in Rocky Mount.

The only way our community will fail is if we let.  God has not
abandoned Rocky Mount.  God has not given up on us.  As if we are the ones
sitting on the hillside listening to Jesus, we hear, “Blessed are you.”  We are
blessed which means we are selected to enjoy the abundance of life God has
designed for his children.  We are blessed which means that we have a
responsibility to help other people live into their blessing, too.

1Matt Fitzgerald, “Shocked by Grace: A Visit to Death Row,” The Christian Century (January 22, 2014):
12.
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What can we do to help our community?  What can we do to tear down
the barriers that still separate us, to destroy old biases and eradicate long-
held prejudice?  What can we do to help families who are in distress?  What
can we do to enable seventeen year old boys to play basketball without any
thought of guns or violence?  These are questions we need to ask ourselves. 
These are questions that need our answers.

Perhaps it is silly of God to offer the blessing of the abundant life to all
people.  Perhaps it is silly of God to think that we will accept the blessing and
live as if we are blessed.  Perhaps it is silly for God to think that we will take
Jesus at his word and live life differently.  As the Apostle Paul reminds us, the
foolishness of God is wiser than our wisdom.  Perhaps God is silly, but even
the Trix Rabbit finally got to taste his favorite cereal.  He discovered that Trix
really is for everyone, including silly rabbits.  Maybe we will discover that
God’s blessings really are for each and every one of us . . . and then live like
it.  May it be so with us.  Amen.
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February 2, 2014 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

God of the ages, who was and is and is to come, we give you thanks
that you have called out faithful witnesses and have continued to reveal your
Word of truth in all times and places.  And we give you thanks that you call us
and speak to us in this place and for our own time.  Our experience of you
teaches us, O God, that out of your great love for us and for all your creation,
you send us out with the task of sharing that love with others.   You sent our
first fathers and mothers in the faith into new lands in order to be a light and
a blessing to the nations.  Your followers in many generations have been
called apostles and missionaries, ones who are sent.  Because we read your
Word and listen for your call, O God, we, too, know what it means to be sent
by you, to respond to your commandment  to go to our community, our nation
and our world sharing the good news of your love and mercy for all your
children.

But even as we recognize that your call to love and share and serve is
much the same for us as it has been for believers of every age, we know that
much in our world has changed.  To show compassion to those of various
languages and customs and faith traditions no longer requires that we cross
oceans because the world has come to us.  We need only to look around our
own schools and markets to notice the colorful shades of your creativity in the
faces we see.  We need only to listen in our own neighborhoods and places
of business to hear the beautiful chorus of accents that reveal the complexity
and diversity of the human experience.  And yet you have called us to live
together in harmony rather than discord, to  seek peaceful ways of doing and
being rather than emphasize those differences which distinguish us one from
another, to respond in love and mercy in order to honor your image that we
find in each one we encounter.

Give us ears to hear the beauty of your promises in the voice of each
one we meet.  Give us eyes to see the gifts you have placed within them. 
Give us minds agile enough to imagine justice for those who have known
oppression.  Give us hands strong enough to accomplish your work. Give us
feet  courageous enough to follow you wherever your children need to know
of the light and life you offer.  As we gather around your table and as we go
out from this place, give us hearts open enough to extend hospitality to both
friend and stranger, recognizing that in so doing, we welcome you into our
midst. 

We pray in the name of the Christ who calls us and by the power of your
Spirit who dwells with us.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards,
Associate Minister


