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THE SIXTH SUNDAY OF EASTER

John 14:15-21; Philippians 1:3-11
Just the Beginning

"If you love me, you will keep my commandments.  And I will ask
the Father, and he will give you another Advocate, to be with you
forever.  This is the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive,
because it neither sees him nor knows him.  You know him,
because he abides with you, and he will be in you.  I will not leave
you orphaned; I am coming to you. In a little while the world will
no longer see me, but you will see me; because I live, you also
will live.  On that day you will know that I am in my Father, and
you in me, and I in you.  They who have my commandments and
keep them are those who love me; and those who love me will be
loved by my Father, and I will love them and reveal myself to
them." 

John 14:15-21

I thank my God every time I remember you, constantly praying
with joy in every one of my prayers for all of you, because of your
sharing in the gospel from the first day until now.  I am confident
of this, that the one who began a good work in you will bring it to
completion by the day of Jesus Christ.  It is right for me to think
this way about all of you, because you hold me in your heart, for
all of you share in God's grace with me, both in my imprisonment
and in the defense and confirmation of the gospel.  For God is my
witness, how I long for all of you with the compassion of Christ
Jesus.  And this is my prayer, that your love may overflow more
and more with knowledge and full insight to help you to determine
what is best, so that in the day of Christ you may be pure and
blameless, having produced the harvest of righteousness that
comes through Jesus Christ for the glory and praise of God.

Philippians 1:3-11

May God bless us in the hearing and in the living of the good news of Christ!
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You may have seen some version of the memes making the rounds on
social media: The year 2020 so far–We're headed into World War 3, Hong
Kong is protesting, Australia caught on fire, Venice is flooding, the Philippines
is erupting, murder hornets have arrived, we're under quarantine in a global
pandemic, there's no toilet paper, and to add insult to injury the Emoji Movie
is getting a sequel–And this is just the beginning!

One thing I have learned is that when things are going wrong, never,
ever ask what else could possibly go wrong!  And though a lot has gone
wrong in 2020, some things have definitely gone right.  For one, you are
graduating, and even though the circumstances are far-less-than ideal, that
is something to celebrate!

For several weeks, I have been wondering what in the world I could say
in a Graduate Sunday sermon for graduates who have worked this hard and
waited this long only to have most of your senior year canceled and so much
of your near future still uncertain?  First, I searched long and hard for a good
illustration to use to open this sermon:  I wanted to tell you of a time when a
big disappointment happened to me, when hopes were dashed or dreams
were not fully realized, so I had to rely on my faith and my community, but
everything turned out ok in the end or, if it didn't, I learned a great life lesson.
I could tell you several of those stories from my own experiences or from the
lives of people I know, but it would be mighty insensitive for me to compare
my disappointments to yours, especially while yours are so raw, or downright
cruel at this important moment in your life to offer some glib advice about how
you shouldn't be upset or it'll all work out in the end. 

Then, since this is a sermon, I tried to think of a way to explain God's
role in all of this, but that would require me to profess some inside knowledge
of God's will that I don't believe any of us can possess in this life.  Nothing
that I know of a loving and merciful God leads me to believe that this
pandemic is all part of some divine plan to test our faith or make us stronger. 
And it would be irresponsible of me to claim, as some have done, that God
caused a pandemic to get the world's attention and it's just unfortunate that
all these important milestones in your life got caught in the crosshairs.  So, if
I'm not going to say any of those things, what in the world can I say today?
What is there to say to you on an occasion that should be nothing but joyful? 
What can be said to any of us who are living in the ongoing worry and
uncertainty of lockdown and social distancing with threats to our health, our
economy, and our national unity?
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One thing I will say is that none of this is fair to you, and I am sorry for
the things you will miss out on because of this virus.  It is absolutely okay for
you to be disappointed and sad, and having those feelings does not make you
weak or spoiled, and it certainly doesn't mean that you don't have enough
faith.  I hope, however, that you won't lose sight of the fact that in spite of the
challenging circumstances, you have already accomplished so much and
have many more exciting opportunities ahead, and THAT is something worth
celebrating!  The fact that this is an exciting time to acknowledge and
celebrate your achievements will not take away all of the hurt and loss that
COVID-19 is causing, but neither should your disappointment diminish the
significance and satisfaction of these days for you.  Your ceremonies and
celebrations will look different from the pomp and circumstance of any group
of graduates that has come before you, but this moment is still yours, and
your future is still bright with promise.  For that, all of us celebrate with you.

But today and every day, in any matter of importance, what Jesus has
to say is far more significant than anything I could say.  In the passage from
John's Gospel which Foster read earlier, we hear these words of Jesus, "I will
ask the Father, and he will give you another Advocate to be with you forever.
This is the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it neither
sees him nor knows him.  You know him, because he abides with you, and he
will be in you.  I will not leave you orphaned; I am coming to you.  In a little
while the world will no longer see me, but you will see me; because I live, you
also will live."   A few verses later, he also says, "Peace I leave with you; my
peace I give to you.  Do not let your hearts be troubled, and do not let them
be afraid."

Jesus spoke these words of comfort from John 14 on the eve of his
arrest and betrayal, when the disciples were about to go through some of the
most difficult days of their lives.  Even as Jesus knows he is about to suffer,
his concern is for the wellbeing of his followers, that we would know peace in
the midst of  trials and find comfort in the assurance that God is always with
us, and it rings as true today just as it did then.

Despite the poet's well-known claim that "God's in his heaven–All's right
with the world," we know better, don't we?  All is not right with the world (and
truth be told, never has been), but in the midst of our disappointments and
frustrations, when the world appears to be coming apart at the seams,
whether we are feeling isolated and lonely or overwhelmed with pressures
and responsibilities, no matter what we face, now or in the future, our faith in
Christ proclaims to us that God is not far off in heaven somewhere.  God is

3



with us, and we are not alone.  God in Christ walked among us, experienced
our joys and sorrows, taught and inspired us, and gave himself for us.  And
the Spirit of God which Jesus promised remains with us still, surrounding and
filling us as Guide, Advocate, and Comforter through all of the circumstances
of life.  Jesus said as he prepared to depart this world that he would send the
Spirit to remain with us so that we would always know God's presence and
never be alone.

This is the promise of our faith in Christ, and for you, it is also the legacy
of this community that has nurtured your faith.  This place called Lakeside has
helped to shape you, and the people here are part of your family and always
will be.  You will always have a home here, people who love and support you,
brothers and sisters in Christ who will enfold you in prayer and surround you
with blessings.  When we are part of the Body of Christ, Jesus' promise that
the Spirit of truth will remain with us means that we are bound to Christ and
to one another in the Spirit. In our joys and celebrations, and in our
disappointments and fears, we do not walk alone, but throughout the journey
of life, God's Spirit dwells within and among us, and we accompany one
another.

There are so many examples throughout these past weeks of the ways
this family of faith has cared for one another as well as this community, even
though we could not be together physically.  Whether you have written a note
or made a phone call to check on someone; if you have made a yard sign or
cooked a meal; if you did something to encourage our healthcare workers or
showed extra patience with a store clerk who was working under pressure; if
you volunteered with Backpack Buddies  or made masks for neighbors or run
errands for an older person or offered support to the church staff as so many
of you have done, you have embodied the Spirit of God who dwells within us
and empowers us to love and to serve, often in spite of our own weaknesses
and fears.

Sometimes we think that those weaknesses and fears may paralyze us. 
We think that we are too small to make a difference with so many big
problems looming.  We are afraid of failure or ridicule or our own insecurities,
so we may ignore those times when the Spirit nudges us to reach out to
someone or to try something in a new way.  Ironically, it is often when we feel
most vulnerable and fearful that we attempt to rely on our own strength and
resources rather than trusting God and stepping out in faith.  In his letter to
the Philippians, Paul gives thanks for his brothers and sisters in Philippi
because they have been faithful partners in his ministry of sharing the Gospel,
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not because they are so smart or successful or talented or accomplished
through their own efforts, but because they, like Paul, have trusted in God's
grace.  He says, "I am confident of this, that the one who began a good work
in you will bring it to completion."   It is when we recognize the one working
in us, even the very Spirit of God which Jesus promised, that we realize our
true power to overcome whatever circumstances come our way.  As I said
earlier, because of all that I know and have experienced of our loving and
gracious God, I don't believe God causes pandemics to happen or cancels
graduation ceremonies in order to test or punish you or any of us.  But I do
believe God has given us the gifts we need to get through this and be
stronger on the other side.

When I look at the group of young people who make up the Class of
2020 and the other peers in your generation, I have no doubt that you have
everything within you, by God's grace, to face whatever joys and challenges
lie ahead.  I do not believe that God has caused the struggles and divisions
in this moment in time in order to see if you would remain faithful or be up to
the task, but I do believe that because of all that your generation has seen in
the events of your time and what has been passed down to you from the
wisdom and experience that has come before you, if you will nurture the gifts
God has placed within you and trust in the Spirit of God to guide you, you will
be uniquely gifted and prepared to handle the challenges which face the
human family.

You were born in the shadow of 9-11, have never known a time without
the internet and smart phones, and are now launching out into a world mired
in a pandemic.  Yours is a world more connected, more diverse, more
developed, and for all these reasons, perhaps more vulnerable, than any time
in history.  All of this means that  your generation has been taught to see
obstacles as opportunities to learn more and do better.  When I consider the
young people who are now coming of age, the ones we refer to as Gen Z, I
see a generation that wants to solve problems and make a difference with
your time and talents.  I see a generation that seeks authentic community,
even if you sometimes do so in ways that seem foreign to those of us who are
older.  I see a generation that understands technology as a resource and an
opportunity but that is also aware of its limits, one that is in many ways more
discerning about mining the seemingly unlimited information at your fingertips
in order to find what is true.  And I see a generation that sees beauty in
diversity and that understands that in order for a connected world to survive
and thrive, what is best for you as individuals will be what is good for the
global community and for the planet you inhabit.  Graduates, when I look at
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you and your peers, I want to ask your forgiveness for the messes we older
folks are leaving with you, and I want you to know that I am more optimistic
than I have been in a long time that you have within you the gifts to begin to
clean up those messes.

In this moment of celebration which is tinged by disappointment, from
this time of possibility that is clouded with uncertainty, I offer these words as
both a charge and a blessing: Take all that you have been given in this
place–every lesson and opportunity and prayer, every hurt and hope, every
example and inspiration, from every person who has loved you and willed your
thriving–take all of these gifts along with the ones God has placed within you,
listening for the whispers of God's Spirit  to guide you, and take hold of every
moment that 2020 and every year to come will offer.  Indeed, it has been quite
a year so far, and this is just the beginning!

Let us pray: Holy God, for these graduates and for ourselves, we seek
your presence and live by your grace.  Make of us all a people who trust in
you and live out our calling with energy and creativity.  Give us strength to
soar above the storms, gentleness to walk with one another, and courage to
follow you.  Amen.

6



Graduate Remarks
Carson Browder

May 17, 2020

Good morning! I hope all of you are continuing to do well and stay safe
in the midst of this pandemic. If there is anything you might need help with,
I would be more than happy to help!

For those of you who do not know me well, my name is Carson
Browder. By 10:00 tomorrow morning, I will have officially graduated from
Rocky Mount High School. It feels as if it were only yesterday when I was
starting preschool here at Lakeside. Oh! How I miss the days when everyone
thought it was so adorable that I wore my shoes on the wrong feet; or when
having a broken arm awarded me cool points among all of my friends. 

Some of the best moments in my life started here at Lakeside Baptist
Church. I have all of you to thank for that. For the past eighteen years, I have
received an incredible amount of love and support from each and every
member in our congregation. No words could describe how enlightening this
experience has been for me. From youth groups, to mission trips, to
Gatekeepers Workcamp, I have been able to establish many meaningful
relationships, as well as view the world from a variety of perspectives and
beliefs. 

One of my fondest memories with the Lakeside youth group was during
our mission trip to Seattle, Washington. Throughout this trip, we visited
various houses of worship. Each and every one of them was uniquely
admirable. We, indeed, explored beyond the depths of our own faith, but we
also spent a great deal of time playing Pokemon-Go throughout the city.
Unfortunately, I did not have the app, but it was very entertaining to watch the
other youth gain such a competitive nature from such a meaningless game.

Once again, thank you for giving the other youth and I such
opportunities to explore our faith to such enormous depths. Thank you for
providing a home I will always come back to. Dr. Wright, thank you for always
greeting us with a smile and the most encouraging words. Mrs. Elizabeth,
thank you for continuing to guide us in the right direction. I know I can be quite
stubborn at times, but I promise you that I have always been more than
grateful to be a member of this church and of our youth group. And Ms. Amy,
thank you for giving me the opportunity to embrace my musical talent. Without
your guidance and motivation, I’m not sure I would be singing here today.



Thank you all, for allowing me to find myself and my purpose within the
walls of this church and beyond. Without each and every one of you, I would
have never grown into the woman I am today.

The class of 2020 will be celebrated in ways much different than in
years past. I will not be able to graduate amongst all of my friends. I will not
be able to toss my cap over the sea of graduates. I will not be able to hug all
of my friends in the middle of the school gymnasium. This pandemic has had
a drastic effect on all of us high school seniors. We have been deprived of our
opportunities to participate in athletics, our senior picnics, and other
celebratory occasions. On the bright side, though, we do not have to take
ANY of our exams. Along with this, I have been given the opportunity to spend
much more time with my family before I leave for college in the fall. For such
reasons, I continue to find myself grateful. Despite all of the tragedy that has
resulted from this virus, God continues to bring light into our worlds. From my
perspective, that is truly incredible.

I plan to attend the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill this
upcoming fall. As an NC State fan, I am not too sure how happy my father is
about that. However, I will be following in both his and my mother’s footsteps,
with the intent to major in biology with a minor in chemistry. I am very excited
for these upcoming years. Although much more change is yet to come, this
church community will always be a part of me. If I ever find myself lost, I will
always find my way back into this very sanctuary. Once again, thank you for
everything. There are no words to explain how much love I have for each and
every member of this Lakeside family.



May 17, 2020 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

The ancient Teacher reminds us that there is a time for everything under
heaven, O God: a time to be born, a time to plant, a time to gather, a time to
build, a time to laugh and mourn and dance, a time to embrace, and a time
to keep apart.  In the span of eighteen, thirty, fifty, or even ninety years, by
your grace, we experience all of the times that are our lives.  Thank you for
this gift and for the way in which you weave all things together to make our
lives unique and special and blessed.

Today we celebrate a time of completion and beginning, a time of
relying on what we know and stepping into what is yet to be.  We rejoice with
Carson and Foster and everyone whose graduation marks the completion of
a time of study and preparation and accomplishment.  We offer blessing for
the future which begins to unfold at this very moment.  Bless and guide them
to use all of their gifts to continue to learn and grow and give.

In this time when we must refrain from embracing, from being together
as is our most natural inclination, we pray that the ties which bind us will grow
stronger.  We pray that this time apart will only increase our desire to be
together and that distance and time will reveal all of the ways that we
appreciate and cherish one another.

We continue to offer our gratitude for the many people who give of
themselves for the sake of others.  We are certainly aware of doctors and
nurses, aides and technicians, scientists and elected leaders who are helping
us through this frightening time.  We are also grateful for the people who keep
our community running, for those who continue to provide food and services
and resources to make our lives more comfortable.  And we are grateful for
the people closest to us who bear with us and love us nevertheless.

We pray for healing, O God, in every way.  We pray for everyone who
is ill with the coronavirus and for everyone who is dealing with other health
issues.  We pray for all who are at risk of hunger and homelessness and
losing what they have worked hard to obtain.  We pray for those of us who are
heartbroken and frightened and weary.  We pray for one another.  Lead us
through this crisis into a new time of healing and wholeness, of peace and
prosperity, of fresh opportunities and of being together again; through Jesus
Christ our Lord.  Amen.

Jody C. Wright
Senior Minister


