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Let Us Be . . . Appreciative of Our Gifts
John 6:1-14; I Corinthians 12: 12-31

I am very pleased to be with you today. Thanks to Jody for the invitation. 
I am glad to learn that he continues to heal.

Cassandra and I are delighted to be back in NC...I left in 1968, lived in
various parts of the country, the last 35 years in Atlanta, so we are so very
pleased to be back home in NC and living a more peaceful life on Lake
Gaston.

When Jody called on Monday and asked if I would deliver the sermon
today, I responded that I would be happy to do so.  The content of this
message has obviously changed over the last few days.

This is a very difficult and emotional day for us all.  It is a day of
celebration and remembrance of Gaylord Lehman, but it is also a day of
sadness and emptiness as we mourn the loss of a great man and a great
pastor. 

Some of you may have also heard by now of the tragedy that occurred
Thursday morning on the Wake Forest campus in Winston Salem. A young
man committed suicide by hanging himself. His fraternity brothers found him
hanging dead in the shower and were unable to do anything.

At moments like these, what do we as The Church do? How do we once
again deal with the question of why? How do we go on living lives of purpose
and faithfulness and how do we continue to recognize our own gifts and the
talents of each other in this, our church?

I want us to think together about two primary subjects:  the first deals
with one of the many emotions that we feel at times like today and at many
other times throughout our lives and, second, how do we continue to find
meaning in our lives in our on-going journey to learn of God's purpose for
each of us and for us as the church.
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Perhaps you remember the story of the six year old who returned home
one day from Sunday school and was proud to share with his family the new
prayer that he had just learned at church. He knelt by his bed and prayed: 
Our Father who art in heaven, how do you know my name?

A childish and somewhat humorous mistake, but think of the profound
nature of those words spoken so innocently: Our Father who art in heaven,
how do you know my name?

I have participated in any number of funerals over the years...both of my
parents, all of my grandparents, a number of aunts and uncles, friends, and
some individuals whom I really did not know very well. There is the sadness
and grief and remorse, of course, but the emotion that I find always at times
of death, is that of extreme loneliness.

And this deep, deep sense of loneliness is the issue I want us to think
about for a moment, particularly as it relates to our faith.  Does God really
know me? Does God really care about me? Or am I here on earth for a short
while, expected to go it all alone. Father in heaven, how do you know my
name?

Each one of us has moments of aloneness, those times of inner
isolation when, slowly but surely, the isolation can transition to depression and
despair. But, you say,Jerry, I am never alone.  My life is so busy and I have
so much to do and there are people all around and I must get the kids ready
and I have to prepare for that meeting and I haven't even packed for that trip
and that doctors' appointment next week is one that I am concerned about
and I am way behind and I must get to RDU to make that flight and I have to
start getting ready for Christmas and I haven't even thought about
Thanksgiving and I can't even return all the emails I have received and I must
get to the store before it closes and Lord knows I am having such a bad hair
day and….and…and.

I sometimes think that we stay so busy because we are afraid of not
being busy.  I think some of us suffer from ESM:  Empty Space Mania.  We
look at our calendar and, oh no, look, Thursday afternoon, there is an empty
space on my calendar.  What's wrong?  What am I missing? There must be
something I should be doing.

When I see an empty space on my calendar, my reaction is:  Thank you,
Lord. 
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I am convinced that for many of us our exterior hurry simply covers up
our interior emptiness and that we seek meaning and purpose in being busy,
but it is a shallow busyness. I do not recall at the moment to whom this is
attributed, but do you remember the statement:  it does not matter that we are
busy, what matters is what we are busy about.

Our context today is that loneliness is often the most profound at the
time of a death, and no one would ever deny or minimize the loneliness that
sorry and tragedy bring.  But friends there is also loneliness in living.

Thomas Wolfe said "loneliness is and always has been the central and
inevitable experience of every man."  The Hebrew psalmist said "who is man
that thou art mindful of him?" And our 20th century philosophers, Lennon and
McCartney, asked: "All the lonely people....where do they all come from?"

And the ultimate loneliness in all of human history: Jesus Christ on the
cross crying out "My God, why have you forsaken me?" , and the writer in the
book of Mark says, "...they all forsook him and fled."

How, then, do we individually and as members of the church, deal with
this issue?

One of the most influential thinkers in my life and in the field of human
knowledge is Viktor Frankl, the great psychiatrist in Vienna.  Frankl, along with
Freud, Jung and Adler, have added enormously to the field of psychoanalysis
and therapy.

Frankl endured three years at Auschwitz and other concentration
camps; when ultimately released, he learned that his entire family had been
killed.

During those horrible days on confinement, Dr. Frankl developed his
theory of Logotherapy. This is a way of thinking which offers each of us help
and reassurance at those times when we feel a bit worthless, when we see
no great significance in our life, and when we feel desperately lonely.

Frankl and his fellow prisoners were stripped of all their material
possessions and deprived of anything that could offer any dignity to their
humanity.  He suffered more than any of us probably could endure.  But
Frankl was able to maintain his sanity and not give up because he saw a
meaning in his life.  He would not allow himself to fall into the trap of
meaninglessness into which so many of his comrades fell.
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Please listen to the words of Dr. Frankl:  "We who lived in concentration
camps can remember the men who walked through the huts comforting
others, giving away their last piece of bread.  They may have been few in
number, but they offer sufficient proof that everything can be taken from a
man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms: to choose one's attitude
in any given set of circumstances, to choose one's own way…any man can
decide what shall become of him---mentally and spiritually.  He may retain his
human dignity even in a concentration camp."

But, you say, Jerry, I am not in a concentration camp. No, certainly not
literally like Dr. Frankl, but are we not often in concentration camps of a
different nature?

Some of us are confined and handicapped by strong feelings of
personal and professional inadequacy. I challenge you to believe God for the
furnishing of what you lack.

Some of us are in the concentration camp of an active hatred of another
human being.  I challenge you to believe God for cleansing and forgiveness.

Some of us are locked in a cell of inconsolable grief.  I challenge you to
believe God for a confident and joyful heart.

Some of us are in the concentration camp of being afraid---afraid of the
future, afraid of the present, afraid of the unknown, afraid of the known, afraid
of ourselves, afraid of other people, afraid of dying, afraid of living.  I
challenge you to believe God for courage.

So, what do we do now? How do we deal with our loneliness? How do
we escape from the concentration camps which seem almost to control us?

What does God want me to be?  What does God want you to be?

God wants you to be.

He wants us to be that which He created us to be.  He wants you to do
that which you and you alone can do best. We are called to be.

And we are called to be individually and we are called to be in his His
church.

There will always be times when we feel alone, when we feel abject
loneliness, when we feel deserted.  But please, please leave this sanctuary
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today knowing that you are not alone.  God is with you.  God did not abandon
his son on the cross.  And God will not  abandon you.  He never has, and He
never will.

Cassandra and I were in Winston Salem a few weeks ago for the
opening ceremonies for the beginning of the capital campaign at Wake
Forest.  Part of the entertainment that night was a performance by two of the
musicians from our music department.  The vocalist sang "The Impossible
Dream" from Man of La Mancha.  I have always enjoyed that song and
actually chose it as one of the pieces of music performed at my own
ordination service many years ago. Don Quixote dared to dream the
impossible dream…the one man who though scorned and covered with scars,
still strove with his last ounce of courage to reach the unreachable stars.

We are here for each other.  In times of loneliness and despair, we are
here for each other.  In times of joy and celebration, we are here for each
other.  And at all times, it is our quest as a church to reach for the
unreachable stars.

As Cassandra mentioned, we met as students at Wake Forest and are
privileged to have been married 44 years.  But every few days, we find
ourselves saying to each other, we are just getting started.

Lakeside Church has a wonderful history and legacy, built on the
strength and work of leaders such as Kincheloe, Godwin, Lehman and Wright.
But friends, we are just getting started.  The opportunities that lie ahead for
our ministry are unlimited. You can be absolutely certain that we will continue
to reach for the unreachable stars.

And I will show you a still more excellent way.

We are just getting started.  Will you join us?  Will you?

Let us pray.  We are grateful, our Father, that you know our name.  We
are grateful, our Father, that you stand by us in times of loneliness and
despair.  We are grateful, our Father, that you stand by us in times of joyful
expectations.  We are grateful, our Father, that you have never abandoned
us, and that you never will.  In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy
Spirit.  So let it be.  Amen.
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Pastoral Prayer 11-17-13

God of the universe and Lord of our hearts, you offer to us your mercy,
wanting only that we offer ourselves to you in return. You surround us with
your peace, seeking only that we open our hearts to you in worship and
praise.  You fill us with your love, asking only that we respond by extending
love to others in your name.  Transform our hearts that we might experience
the breadth and length and height and depth of your love for us in these
moments of worship and beyond.

Even as we marvel, Holy God, that you have accomplished more than
we have dared to ask or imagine in our own lives, we recognize that your
Spirit strengthens and empowers us that we might use these gracious gifts to
carry out your work in the building of your Kingdom.  Too many in our world
live in the midst of violence, unrest and persecution.  For these, O Lord,
empower  us to be messengers of your peace.  Too many in our city suffer
because of poverty, neglect or hopelessness.  For these, O Lord, enable us
to offer compassion.  Too many of our own number struggle because of
sickness or loneliness or worry.  For these, O Lord, inspire us to extend
hospitality and companionship that will bring healing and comfort.  Too many
of us live with fear or insecurity or doubt because of perplexing
circumstances, strained relationships or uncertain futures.  For each of us and
all of us, O Lord, grant us grace enough for this day and hope for all our days
to come.

And on this day, we come as a people who are grieving, for we have
lost one who helped to shape the life and ministry of this family of faith for
more than three decades.  We give thanks for all that he taught and lived and
for the legacy of faith and servanthood he has left for us.  May we be
challenged and inspired by Dr. Lehman's words and example and comforted
in knowing that he is now at rest with you.

  Make of us a people of compassion and generosity and peace.  Make
of us a people who seek to know your word, to do your will, and to share your
love.  We pray in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ and by the power of your
Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister
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