
Lakeside Sermons
Lakeside Baptist Church • Rocky Mount, North Carolina

Jody C. Wright, Senior Minister

AUGUST 30, 2020
THE THIRTEENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

Ordinary Lessons During Extraordinary Times:
Pay Attention

Isaiah 40: 28-31; Matthew 6:25-33

You may have heard of the young pastor who went to visit one of his
elderly parishioners in the hospital.  It was, in fact, his first hospital visit ever,
and he was quite nervous.  As he sat down next to her bed and they began
talking, he noticed a small bowl of peanuts on the bedside table and, without
really thinking, began munching on them.  As the visit progressed and he
began to feel more comfortable, he said to the lady, “I apologize, but I am
afraid that I have eaten all of your peanuts.”  “That’s okay, Pastor,” she kindly
replied, “Ever since I lost my teeth, all I can do is suck the chocolate off them!” 
It is wise to pay attention!

One of the most beneficial educational experiences I had in college and
seminary was the opportunity to serve as a hospital chaplain.  I assure you
that I did not eat any peanuts off a patient’s tray!  I did, however, learn to pay
attention.  In pastoral care classes we were advised to “be at home” when we
entered someone’s room.  That is to say, it was a good practice to sit down,
if possible, let the patient know that you were there to spend some time with
him or her, and to be fully present and attentive to them.  

I learned to look around the room and notice whether or not there were
flowers on the window sill or get well cards on the bedside table.  Those kinds
of things indicate that family and friends are providing support.  Were there
books or magazines nearby that might occupy the patient’s time and indicate
an engagement with life outside of the hospital room?  Were other people
present in the room or did the patient mention family or friends who had been
to visit?  I discovered that I could tell a lot about someone’s personal support
by what I found or did not find in their room.

Granted, this particular advice is nothing new or extraordinary.  In fact,
it is quite basic.  Some of us pick up on details without having to think about
it while others of us have to think hard to remember the color of the paint in
our bedroom or whose picture is hanging in the hall.  I remember many years
ago that we cut down a large shrub that was crowding the entrance to the
youth building.  It was a couple of weeks before anyone finally asked if we



had done something different to the building.  While the shrub had been there
for years, few people gave it notice, even when it was gone.  Pay attention.

I know that most of us think that the Bible is difficult to read and
understand, but it really is not.  It is a book of and for the people, inspired by
God, and written in order to hand down the stories, teachings, and traditions
of the faith.  In the stories of creation, after humans are created, God points
out everything that has been provided for their nourishment, fulfillment,
enjoyment, and protection.  The man and the woman are invited to immerse
themselves in the sights, sounds, textures, smells, and tastes of creation. 
Part of that story, where they fell short, is that they did not pay attention.  They
failed to fully appreciate all that God had provided for them.  Pay attention.

Throughout scripture God continually reminds us to pay attention.  I love
the passage from Isaiah that we heard earlier which speaks of God giving us
the strength and stamina to soar like eagles.  Recall how that passage and
others like it begin: “Have you not known? Have you not heard?”  It is as if
Isaiah is asking, “Are you paying attention?  Look around.  Listen. 
Experience.  Notice how awesome and wonderful God is!”  It is from
passages like this one that we learn of God’s power, God’s presence, and
God’s vast understanding.  Isaiah wants us to pay attention to God.

In the beautiful passage from the Sermon on the Mount that we just
heard, Jesus acknowledges that it is perfectly natural and understandable for
us to worry about the details of our lives.  Food, shelter, and clothing are
basic needs.  Yet, he advises us, if we will look and listen to the world around
us, we will discover that God provides for all the creatures of the
earth–including us.  Granted some effort is required on our behalf, but
everything we need is here, provided by God.  Pay attention.

When I asked for you to share with me some of the things that you have
learned since the pandemic struck, Deborah wrote,

These past few months of staying close to home have
caused me to do what I began doing with more intention only a
few years ago . . . and that is to pay attention.  While I am reading
more, I find myself reading more carefully as I try to understand
meanings and gain new insights.  I am paying closer attention to
nature while riding my bike or taking in the views from my own
window . . . developing a deeper appreciation for the beauty of my
mother's irises and day lilies, taking time to enjoy quick visits of
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hummingbirds and butterflies, and feeling the refreshment of a
gentle breeze while listening to the music that breeze leaves
behind in my wind chimes.  I try to pay closer attention to my own
life and the people around me . . . looking closely and listening
carefully.  In doing so I'm better able to understand myself and
others.  Paying attention helps me appreciate more and
understand better what matters most.

Look closely and listen carefully.  Although my teachers and mentors did
not state it as succinctly or eloquently as Deborah did, that is exactly what
they were trying to teach me so many years ago.  From the “In the beginning”
of Genesis through the “Amen” of Revelation, God, through scripture, invites
us to pay attention.

“Look at the birds of the air,” Jesus said (Matthew 6:26).
“Hear, O Israel, the Lord is our God, the Lord is one,” Moses proclaimed

to the Hebrew people (Deuteronomy 6:4).
“Put your finger here, and see my hands; put out your hands and touch

my side,” Jesus urged Thomas (John 20:27).
“Taste and see that the Lord is good,” sang the psalmist (Psalm 34:8).
“We are the aroma of Christ to God among those who are being saved

and among those who are perishing,” Paul wrote to his friends (II Corinthians
2:15).

God has given us five wonderful senses plus the insights of the mind
and heart to explore all that God has created for us.  Look closely and listen
carefully.  Pay attention.

The ongoing coronavirus pandemic has given us plenty of opportunity
to look and listen, to touch and taste and smell.  What have we discovered
over these past five months?

We have realized how vulnerable we are.  Covid 19 apparently has few
limitations.  While it is certainly more dangerous to persons who already have
serious health issues, the healthiest and strongest among us are just as likely
to contract the disease.  No one is exempt from the clutches of this illness. 
We are all vulnerable.  We are also vulnerable to the fallout of this world-wide
crisis.  Illness, death, job loss, economic stress, the loss of so much that is
familiar and foundational to life, emotional and mental struggles, fear–all of
these things and more are part of the life we all share regardless of who or
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where we are.  Granted, some of us are better able to handle some of these
problems, but we are not exempt from them.  We are all vulnerable.

We are also resilient.  While it may have taken many of us a while to
fully understand the danger of the coronavirus, fortunately scientists,
physicians, and some world leaders began working for solutions before we
fully knew the problem.  As the full force of the pandemic has settled upon us,
people who have taken this disease seriously and respected its dangers have
also found creative ways to manage life with Covid 19.

We have done our best to figure out how to continue education for our
children.  We have taken advantage of time at home to complete projects
around the house.  We have ;earned how to work from home.  We have
discovered new ways to connect with friends as we share fun and
inspirational thoughts.  We have explored interests we have long neglected
like cooking or reading or painting or playing an instrument or exercising.  We
have explored new ways to worship and have taken time to pray and read
scripture and grow.  We have thought more about what faith means to us and
how important our family of faith is to us.  We have reached out to other
people to help and encourage them.  We have proved to ourselves and one
another that we are strong and resilient.

We have also discovered how dependent on one another we are.  Not
only have we realized how vital our healthcare system and resources are, but
we have also realized how important family and friends are.  We need each
other.  We depend on one another to keep our city up and running, to make
our groceries available, to provide fuel and service for our cars.  We see how
wearing a mask and maintaining a safe distance can keep someone else from
getting sick.  And we see how quickly other people become ill when we do not
respect those very simple practices.

Over and over we remind ourselves that we are in this thing together. 
As someone said, we may not all be in the same boat but we are all on the
same ocean.  The ways in which we relate to each other really do matter.  Our
thoughts and words and actions matter to someone else just as their thoughts
and words and actions matter to us.  We depend on one another.  Pay
attention.

In that lovely passage where Jesus encourages us to pay attention to
nature as a clue to how much God cares for us and provides for us, he
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concludes, “Strive first for the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all
these things will be given to you” (Matthew 6:33).

The kingdom of God.  Jesus talked a lot about this kingdom of God.  We
know that he was not referring to a new governmental structure that would
kick out the Romans and place the Hebrew people in charge of Israel again,
though that is what the Jews wanted and rightly so.  The kingdom of God to
which Jesus referred is a relationship.  It is a community of people who love
God and one another.  It is a way of being together that acknowledges our
vulnerabilities, celebrates our resilience, and uses our dependence on one
another to live as fully and completely as we can.  The community of God is
a way of life that looks closely and listens carefully to one another so that we
see true needs and trusted resources.  It is a way of life that acknowledges
what is wrong and does not allow it to infect us all.  It is a way of living
together that seeks truth and goodness for everyone but does not tolerate lies
and ill will for anyone.

The kingdom of God sounds like something we ought to strive for, not
just look for but work for.  It sounds like a community that should come
naturally to us.  Why doesn’t it?

I think part of the problem is what has always been the problem.  Like
the first human creatures to walk the earth, we do not always pay attention to
the abundance of goodness and resources God has given to us.  We live out
of a fear of scarcity which causes us to be less generous with one another in
lots of ways.  The fear of scarcity makes us adversaries, not allies.  Yet, look
around at how God provides for all creatures of the earth.  Pay attention to
how God provides for us.  If we lived together as a true community, we would
meet all of our needs and have resources in abundance.  It seems that Jesus
demonstrated that reality a time or two.

Equally important is to pay attention to one another.  We have all
experienced the coronavirus pandemic now for going on six months, yet we
have vastly different interpretations of what it is and what is required to get out
of it.  We have witnessed unrest all across our nation as two topics we all
fear–racism and injustice–have gripped our national attention.  We are in the
midst of an election season that will be unlike any one we have experienced
before.  We watched two national conventions and yet do not agree on what
we saw and heard.  We are as divided and frustrated and angry and confused
as a nation as we have ever been.

5



“Strive for the kingdom of God and his righteousness,” Jesus advised. 
Yet, after 2000 years of following our Savior through the narrow gate and
down untrodden paths, we do not seem to be any closer to the kingdom–the
community–of God than those first disciples who lived with Jesus and still
squabbled and stumbled and bumbled along.

Look closely and listen carefully.  We are called to pay attention to one
another.  That does not mean that when we are anxious and hungry and see
some peanuts we just eat them.  It means paying attention and taking note
that someone else already licked off the chocolate because that’s what they
like most.  It is looking around the rooms of each other’s lives to notice what
is there and what is missing.  It is giving our full attention to one another
because we matter to one another.  It is living together as if we are sisters
and brothers in Christ . . . because we are.

Father Richard Rohr, who practices and shares his thoughts about living
in community together, suggests we live in three levels of meaning.  The first
is the private domain where my interests, my needs, my thoughts, and my
understanding of life are central.  Obviously this point of reference has a very
narrow view on the world and Jesus repeatedly urges us to move into a
broader perspective.

The second level of meaning is what he calls “Our Story” and is all
about the groups to which we belong–our family, our church, our city, our
nation, our club, our school.  These groups are important because they teach
and train us, they shape us and prepare us for a larger life.  They define and
inform us.  Sometimes, however, they separate us from one another.  Our
loyalties become larger than the truth.  Our past experience becomes the only
lens through which we can see the future.  Father Rohr notes that loyalty to
our various groups has shaped most of history and often led us into conflicts
and wars.

The third arena of meaning is known as “THE Story.”  From this point
of view we see universal meaning and acknowledge truth that applies to
everyone.  We do not dismiss our personal or group stories, but we see who
we are in the larger context of humanity and our relationship to God.1  This
viewpoint, I think, is what Jesus meant by the kingdom of God.  When we
honestly attempt to see ourselves and one another from God’s point of view,

1Richard Rohr, “My Story, Our Story, THE Story,” Richard Rohr’s Daily Meditation, The Center for
Action and Contemplation (August 28, 2020).
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when we try to look closely and listen carefully to one another as God does,
then we find a way to love and care and live for one another that transcends
all of the personal and group priorities that we hold onto so tightly.

Have you not known?  Have you not heard?  Look at the birds of the air. 
Consider the lilies of the field.  Look closely and listen carefully to one another
and you will discover the love and care God has for us all.  Amen.
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August 30, 2020 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Sometimes we seem to have circumstances under control and convince
ourselves we have life figured out, O God, when something happens to
shatter our assumptions or shake the foundations upon which we have
constructed our lives: an illness or injury, the unforeseen opportunity to realize
a long-held dream, a devastating disappointment, a new relationship, or a tug
to go in an unfamiliar direction.  Life can both delight and terrify us with its
possibility and unpredictability.

Through all of the doubts, questions, and changes of course, you, O
God, remain our constant source of strength and comfort.  Just when we feel
most uncertain or frightened, glimpses of your kingdom often appear in
unexpected places to offer direction and hope.  You have not promised that
our faith in you will prevent us from experiencing sorrow or pain, but you have
promised that you will walk with us through every season of life, provide light
to guide our steps, and offer grace to calm our restless spirits.  When the path
is unclear, our souls are weary, the choices are perplexing, or the outcomes
discouraging, be our vision, our defender, and our place of respite, O God,
our Strength and our Redeemer.

We also acknowledge, Generous God, that, though we have struggles
and fears, we are a people who have known privilege and comforts and
opportunities far beyond our deserving.  Out of the great gifts we have
received, teach us to be a blessing to others.  Help us to bring healing and
wholeness where there is suffering, to speak peace in the midst of violence,
to be present with those who know sorrow and loneliness, to stand with
courage for those who are vulnerable.  Place us in the path of those with
whom we can share the gifts of mercy you have so generously given to us.
Grant, O Lord, in our abundance and in our need; in times of peace and in
times of turmoil; in all that this marvelous, beautiful, surprising, and
mysterious life holds, an extra measure of your grace for today and hope for
all our days to come.  In the name of the One who came to share life with us,
and who showed us how to live and how to love, even Jesus Christ our Lord. 
Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


