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    JUNE 10, 2012

First Things First
1 Samuel 8:4-10; II Corinthians 4:13-5:1

When I was expecting Spencer and reading all of those pregnancy and baby

books, I began to see articles about teaching sign language to infants.  I was intrigued

by the concept. I had taken an American sign language course in college, of which I

remember very little.  And I’ve always been fascinated with language, with how

words fit together and how we use them to communicate effectively.

 

So, I was instantly drawn to the idea that teaching my baby some elementary

signs, beginning at around eight months, could help him to express his needs and

desires long before he could form intelligible words.  Articles I read claimed that

signing babies would experience less frustration because they could, for example, ask

for something to eat or for milk, tell you when they wanted more or were full, or let

you know when they wanted to play or sleep.  And some of the research I saw

indicated children who learn sign as infants develop language and reading skills at

an earlier age and perform better on many cognitive and social measures later in life.1

 

Of course, being good Southern parents, we also wanted our boys to learn good

manners at an early age, so we also taught the signs for “please” and “thank you.”

We signed with both of our boys, and months before their first birthday, they each

knew about a dozen signs.  But a curious thing happened: As Spencer and Daniel

learned to speak the words, they stopped doing the signs, refused to do them, in fact.

It was as if in learning to say the words and ensuring they could be understood, they

had outgrown the signs.

From the time they are born, children learn from us by imitating what they see

and hear.  They mimic what we do and say, and we spend much time, effort and

resources teaching them to express themselves properly and well.  I’ve heard it said

that we spend our children’s first two years teaching them to walk and talk and the

next sixteen telling them to sit down and be quiet!
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There has been something of a cultural shift in our thinking in the past couple

of generations, however.  Where children were once expected to be “seen but not

heard,” we now teach them to speak up for themselves.  We want our children to have

the competence and the confidence to express their thoughts and feelings, to find their

own voice;  yet, as it should be, we still go to great lengths to teach our children to

emulate our values and beliefs and to ensure that we maintain some control over what

they believe and how they express it.

In writing to the Corinthian church, Paul may not have been espousing a

particular parenting philosophy, but it certainly sounds as if we are following his

advice: “We believe, and so we speak,” he writes to the fledgling congregation.  Just

as parents teach their young children to communicate what they know and believe,

Paul urges the church he has birthed to express their faith in the Word of God in

whom they have placed their trust.

When you think about it, as people and as believers, how can we not tell what

we believe and know?  How can we not share the good news that has formed us and

transformed our lives?  We were created in the very image of the God who spoke us

and all of creation into existence, who spoke to his people through his own Spirit and

through the prophets, who revealed himself as the Word made flesh who came to

dwell among us.  This same God desires that we speak to him, to express the longings

of our hearts and the reasoning of our minds.  This same God urges us to speak to one

another, to speak words of compassion, of encouragement, of instruction, of

correction, and of forgiveness.

Throughout Scripture, God speaks to us and urges us to speak.  From their very

foundations, the Hebrew people were commanded to remember the ways God had

formed and rescued them by teaching the stories to their children, writing them on

their door posts, and binding them to their foreheads (Deuteronomy 6:1-9).  Jesus’

final words to his disciples were the instructions we know as the Great Commission,

telling them to teach his commandments to all the world (Matthew 28:18-20).  And

we know that we are charged with speaking God’s story not only with our words but

also with our lives.  We are called to be imitators of Christ (Ephesians 5:1), to love

both in word and in action (1 John 3:18), and to be doers of the word (James 1:22).

Our words are important, but so are our actions, giving form and substance to those

things we say we believe, demonstrating the love and mercy of God for the sake of

others.

But how can God entrust this message of the gospel to us?  We are, after all,

limited, sinful creatures, and we sometimes say careless, hurtful or inaccurate  words.

Sometimes even our well-intentioned words do more harm than good.  We often act
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selfishly or in haste, failing to see how the things we do will affect others or losing

sight of those things which are most important.

We can see the limitations of our words and actions even on the pages of

scripture.  As we read earlier, God instructed Samuel to warn the people how different

and difficult life would become if they insisted on having a king instead of trusting

in God to lead them.  God sent Samuel to warn them, but he also told Samuel to listen

to the voice of the people.  Despite the prophet’s admonitions, the Israelites, wanting

to be like other nations, demanded a king and ultimately experienced the division and

defeat of their nation because of it.

So why would God trust something so important as the message of his gospel

and the work of his kingdom to people like us?  Again, we look to Paul’s words.

We’ve already established that for Paul, expressing what you believe is important.

But faith is not just a doctrine to be taught or a system of beliefs to be espoused.  For

Paul, to see the gospel spread to the next generation or the next town or the next

continent, it will take more than any words we can say or any effort we can put forth.

For Paul, none of this can happen apart from the grace of God and our response to it.

 

Paul adds to his earlier words, “All this is for your benefit, so that the grace that

is reaching more and more people may cause thanksgiving to overflow to the glory

of God” (2 Corinthians 4:15, NIV).  It is the very grace of God which is the message

of the gospel, that God’s mercy, revealed in the Word Incarnate, Jesus Christ, is for

all people.  And this gospel, this good  news, must, by it’s very nature, be told.  God’s

grace empowers us to tell and enables others to hear, but the gospel is not its own

evangelist.  When it comes to the gospel, then, it is not an either/or.  In God’s

wisdom, it is a both /and.  God’s grace transforms us and empowers us to express the

message of the gospel.  We respond by speaking and living the good news of God’s

love for all people, and the hearing of that good news, in turn, transforms other lives

who are then called to tell their own stories of redemption.  

Even though ours is a faith revealed by the Word of God and ours a calling

lived out in both our actions and our words, we are often awkward or even reluctant

about expressing our faith.  What if we say something wrong?  What if people

disagree with us or, worse  yet, think we are religious fanatics?  What if someone asks

a question to which we don’t know the answer?  What if we just don’t feel like

talking about it right now?

How often do we miss an opportunity to share the good news of our faith, to

offer a blessing, or to speak a word of grace to a hurting soul because we are afraid

of the response we might receive or because we might become engaged in a
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conversation that makes us uncomfortable?  How often do we fail to demonstrate

God’s love because we are too busy, too distracted or too myopic to recognize a need

that passes right in front of us?

Now, those of you who know me well know that I am not talking about

standing on the street corner and pronouncing judgment on those who pass by.  Nor

am I talking about turning your Bible into a weapon and the testimony of your faith

into a nuisance that will cause  your friends and family to screen your calls every time

they see your name on their caller i.d.

What I am talking about is learning a vocabulary of faith that will enable us to

tell others of God’s goodness and faithfulness to us without being offensive or

annoying to anyone else.  What I am talking about is speaking and living our own

faith with conviction without being disrespectful of the faith experience of another.

We who are part of a middle-of-the-road, middle-class, mainline Protestant faith are

not likely to become comfortable with spontaneous testimonies or hard-hitting

evangelistic sermons or with the words of scripture set to hip hop music, nor should

we have to.  

But what if we started with our own liturgy and hymnody and our children

heard us praying the Lord’s Prayer or singing the Doxology like we mean it?  What

kind of difference could we make in our community if every person in this

congregation  made a commitment to participate in at least one of our ministries, not

reluctantly, but with enthusiasm?   How could we nurture one another’s lives if every

member of this church made a point to touch base with and pray for one person who

has been on our prayer list or our members-at-home list this week?  How could we

change the lives of our youth and children if each of us volunteered to teach or lead

in one of our educational ministries or mentor a young person in their faith?   What

might be different about our own lives if we would take time to attend Sunday School

or a Bible study or Wednesday morning prayer?  How might our world be affected

if every believer who professes faith in Christ spoke a word of kindness or offered to

pray with someone who is hurting or extended an act of compassion in Christ’s name?

This week, about 30 of Lakeside’s children will join with dozens of other

children from four other churches for Vacation Bible School.  We will also have over

20 of our adults and youth helping as staff, along with the volunteers from other

churches.  Throughout this week, our children will learn Bible stories and songs, take

part in mission efforts and projects, play games and enjoy fellowship which will help

them to deepen their faith in God and their relationships with other believers.  We
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will speak and sing, play and paint, demonstrate and discover our own vocabulary of

faith so that we and our children will be better equipped to share it with others.

We offer educational opportunities like Vacation Bible School and Sunday

School and Extended Session, mission work like Gatekeepers Workcamp and

Lakeside Involved, programs for growth like choirs and SNL and children’s Missions

and Music, not because we all need more activities to fill our time but because it is

important that we learn a vocabulary to speak our faith, develop a community to

nurture our faith and discover a context in which to live out our faith.

There is an old adage that “The Christian faith is caught, not taught.”  While

I understand the sentiment behind the saying, I’m not sure that I agree with it entirely.

We do have to “walk the walk,” but we also need to “talk the talk.”  Faith is seen by

example, and living out our faith in our commitments and actions is essential. But so

is faith shared by the words we say.  Paul tells the Roman church, “Faith comes by

hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ” (Romans 10:17), just as he reminded

the Corinthians, “We believe, and so we speak.”

I may not remember much more sign language than an eight-month-old baby,

but there is one little boy I will never forget.  As a part of our college course, we were

required to spend a few hours volunteering in a school or agency that  served the deaf.

I spent some time at Forest Park Elementary School in Winston-Salem, mainly

observing in the resource room where the mainstreamed deaf and hard-of-hearing

students would come each day for individual instruction.  

I don’t remember the little boy’s name, but I’ll never forget his face or his

story.  He was repeating kindergarten for the third time, not because he lacked

intelligence, but because  as a toddler, when he didn’t begin to speak, the

grandmother who was raising him thought him developmentally delayed, so she never

attempted much communication with him.  He obviously had not had proper health

care either, so until his grandmother registered him for kindergarten at the age of five,

he had had no assessments and virtually no language development of any kind.  

His teacher told me that he was beginning to catch up, but his progress had

been slow since he lacked even the most basic language and association skills needed

to learn sign language.  By the time I met him, the little boy was soaking up every

sign and every skill he could, eager to learn and express himself.
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One day, I was helping him with flash cards and, as little boys are apt to do, he

became distracted and started to sign things that were unfamiliar to me.  I was

obviously lost, and signed to him, “I don’t understand.”  He repeated his sign, and

again, I signed, “I don’t understand.”  This went on, back and forth, for several

minutes, each of us obviously becoming frustrated with the other, and he signing

more and more forcefully.  Finally, he pushed he chair back, marched over to the

teacher, and began signing feverishly to her.  She chuckled, came over to me and said,

“He’s trying to tell you that tomorrow is his birthday.  But he wants to know what’s

wrong with you because he’s never met a grown up who doesn’t know the song

‘Happy Birthday.”

By whatever means we can express it, good news is meant to be shared.

Thanks be to God.  Amen.
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Prayer of Thanksgiving  June 10, 2012

Lord of all grace and God of all glory, we praise you, for you alone are God.

We praise you for the wonder and beauty of your creation.  For the delightful variety

of your creatures, including humankind, we give you thanks and praise.  We give you

thanks, O God, for you called us out, even when we did not know your name.  You

saved us, even when we did not deserve such a gift.  You continue to be with us,

loving us, sustaining us, responding to us with grace.  Time after time we stumble and

fall in our haste to get away from you.  But still you are here, helping us up, brushing

us off, giving us courage to go on.  

Creator God, in this week when we will focus on nurturing and teaching our

children, we thank you that you came to us as a child who learned and grew as you

lived among us.  We thank you for the gift of our children, for their laughter and love,

for their curiosity and enthusiasm, for the ways they inspire and challenge us.

Forgive us when we fail to set a good example for them, when we neglect their needs,

or when we take their gifts for granted.  Help us to be grateful for all that you have

given to us through them, and as we teach them this week, help us to be reminded

what it means that we have been called to live as your people in the world: to care for

and help others, to trust and believe in you, and to listen for your voice.

Gracious and Loving God, we also come this day seeking your presence and

guidance in all the challenges we face in our world.  In the powerful images we see

on our television screens and as we drive down the streets of Rocky Mount, we pray

for all in our world who are hurting.   We pray for those who continue to endure

violence and work for freedom in the Middle East and other areas of our world.  We

pray for those of our own number who endure sickness and loneliness and

uncertainty.  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, to share your love.  We

pray in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ and by the power of your Holy Spirit.

Amen.


