
Lakeside Sermons
Lakeside Baptist Church • Rocky Mount, North Carolina

Jody C. Wright, Senior Minister

DECEMBER 19, 2021
THE FOURTH SUNDAY OF ADVENT

FINDING SANCTUARY: SACRED SPACE AND CHRISTMAS GRACE

The World Needs Love
Isaiah 64:1-9a; Luke 1:57-79

Jackie DeShannon knew what she was asking when she sang, “What
the world needs now is love, sweet love.  It’s the only thing that there’s just
too little of.”1  Burt Bacharach, the composer of the music, was reluctant to
play the song for DeShannon, but the lyricist, Hal David, insisted that he do
so.  DeShannon immediately thought of her Kentucky farm home when she
read the words, “There are cornfields and wheat fields enough to grow.”  The
song had a gospel feel for her and once Bacharach heard her sing it, he knew
they had a hit.  Hal David once explained how the song was composed:

Years ago Burt Bacharach and I wrote a song that we
thought we liked.  After looking it over we decided that our original
instinct was wrong.  We put it away in our desk drawer and kept
it hidden there for ten months-a flop, we thought.

This was particularly disappointing to me.  I had thought of
the idea at least two years before showing it to Burt.  The chorus
section beginning with, ‘What the world needs now” came quickly. 
However, after I finished with, “No, not just for some but for
everyone,” I was stuck. I kept thinking of lines like, “Lord, we don’t
need planes that fly higher or faster…” and they all seemed
wrong.  Why, I didn’t know.  But the idea stayed with me.

Then, one day, I thought of, “Lord, we don’t need another
mountain,” and all at once I knew how the lyric should be written. 
Things like planes and trains and cars are man-made, and things
like mountains and rivers and valleys are created by someone or
something we call God.  There was now a oneness of idea and
language instead of a conflict.  It had taken me two years to put
my finger on it.2

1Burt Bacharach and Hal David, “What the World Needs Now Is Love,” (1965).
2As quoted by Rob Fletcher on his blog, At Your Best, September 7, 2012, available online at:

http://quixoteconsulting.com/Blog/2012/09/07/the-story-behind-what-the-world-needs-now-is-love-one-of-h
al-davids-most-beloved-songs/.



As many times as I have heard this song, I had never realized that it is,
in essence, a prayer addressed to God.  It is a prayer for the space we all
inhabit–our home–this world–with mountains and hillsides, oceans and rivers,
meadows and cornfields and wheat fields, sunbeams and
moonbeams–enough for everyone.

Scripture tells us that God’s intention was that the earth, this wonderful
world God created, would be a sanctuary for humanity.  That is what the story
of the Garden is all about.  Sadly, that story also tells us that a lack of trust on
our part, along with far too much deceit, greed, jealousy, and hatred caused
us to see the world as less sanctuary and more battlefield where we compete
against each other to get and hold as much as we can however we can.

It was that perspective that prompted Isaiah to offer a prayer thousands
of years before Hal David came up with his.  Isaiah’s prayer was one of
desperation in the midst of a bleak time.  It was a prayer for God to come
down to earth and fix it:

O that you would tear open the heavens and come down, so
that the mountains would quake at your presence— as when fire
kindles brushwood and the fire causes water to boil— to make
your name known to your adversaries, so that the nations might
tremble at your presence! Isaiah 64:1-2

It sounds a little like that old threat that so many of us heard a time to
two: “You just wait until your father gets home!”  It is a prayer for dramatic
action and a threat to the people who would be on the receiving end of this
divine visitation.

God answered that prayer, but not as the prophet desired.  God
answered the prayer in God’s own surprising, confounding, ridiculous, and
utterly brilliant way: God came as a baby!

A baby!  How absurd to show up to cure the world’s ills as a baby–a
totally dependent, utterly helpless, charmingly cute, and irresistibly precious
baby!  Yet, what happens to people in the presence of a baby?  We
immediately take notice.  We ooh and aah and smile and laugh and act silly
while making some of the most ridiculous noises ever known to humankind. 
We also tend to be kind and gentle and generous around babies.  And, of
course, a baby demands love, requires love, evokes love, inspires love.

God chose not to soar down from heaven like some superhero armed
to the teeth with vengeance and punishment.  Instead, God appeared in the



most natural of ways–as every one of us has–as a baby–born out of and for
love.  

Sadly, not everyone got the memo.  The shepherds did.  The magi from
the East caught wind of it.  Mary and Joseph and even the animals felt it.  We
all assume the innkeeper did, too.  Obviously Herod, representing raw power,
oppression, and deep, deep insecurity, did not get it.  The only reaction he
knew was aggression and cruelty so scores, perhaps hundreds, of baby boys
died because Herod saw the world, not as a sanctuary for the children of God,
but as a battlefield to get as much as he could of what he wanted.

Most of us struggle with finding the right gifts to give loved ones at
Christmas.  We want to be generous and lavish and express our affection with
the right gift and the right number of gifts.  Yet, because we happen to live in
relative abundance, we have a hard time thinking of what to give to people
who basically already have everything they need and want.  Seldom do
we–myself included–even think about what gift we can give to satisfy and
preserve the world that is our home.  Hal David knew.  What the world needs
is love.

Now we can give love in warm and fuzzy, cute and cuddly ways.  We all
like that kind of love, the kind that makes us feel good inside and out.  That
is why even a cheerful greeting, a lovely card, a plate of cookies, or a handout
on a cold evening makes someone else and ourselves feel good.  We can
help a family have gifts for their children, enjoy a delicious meal on Christmas
Day, pay the utility bill, or simply know that they are valued and appreciated. 
That kind of love is good and essential and we are usually pretty good at it.

But even love comes wrapped in different packages.  The world also
needs love that will do the hard work of making life better for all people.  That
kind of love involves changing long-held attitudes and inflexible traditions that
count some people as less lovable than others.  The love that Jesus modeled
is a love that takes risks, accepts what is not always acceptable, includes
what has often been excluded, and defends what has long been defenseless. 
That is why Jesus was not afraid of the people of his day who had leprosy and
instead found a way for them to be welcomed back into community.  That is
why Jesus reminded his fellow believers that we are all sinners, no better and
no worse than the next sinner.  That is why Jesus time and time again urged
those who would listen to love in such a way that they did not always put their
own interests first.  That is why Jesus willingly suffered the abuse of his
accusers and died on a cross so that we might know firsthand the extent to
which love will go for a fellow human child of God.  And that is why Jesus rose
again to life so that we might have life full and complete, beginning here and



now.  That is why, as a baby, John the Baptist was tapped to be the herald of
this good news–a calling that is, perhaps, ours as well.

What the world needs–NOW–is love!  That is the Christmas grace that
God offers us, but not us alone.  God offers this grace of love to the entire
world because the world is the sacred space we share together.  It is our
sanctuary in which we meet God and one another.  It is where we experience
peace and hope and joy and love and all of the other graces Jesus brought
with him at Christmas.

Our world has seen a lot of tough times.  I am puzzled that we have
been at this learning-how-to-live-together thing for thousands of years and yet
have still not figured out how to live together in love.  In the span of life we in
this room have collectively shared, our nation has been through many trying
times–world wars, epidemics, pandemics, financial and natural disasters. 
Other nations have had horrific experiences with internal conflict and war.  But
I have never before felt the kind of animosity that permeates our country right
now–some of it generated by people who claim faith in Jesus Christ as Lord
and Savior.  We will sing of holy nights and still, little towns, of shepherds and
angels, and stars.  We will pay homage to the baby in the manger and
whisper prayers of love and thanksgiving to that child.  But, if in the next
breath, we utter hatred and vitriol at the brothers and sisters of that baby, if
we forget all of the things he taught us as the Christ, the Messiah, we have
not really loved him.

Perhaps you heard the reflection piece NPR’s Scott Simon offered on
his radio program yesterday.  It is worth all of us hearing today:

I saw a picture this week that arrested my attention.

It's a drawing in old, dark ink of woman with curly hair, in a
loose gown with a baby balanced in her lap.  He is also
curly-haired, and the ringlets make his little head look almost like
an aura of the sun.  The child stands on two plump, tiny legs, and
the mother tucks him against her right arm, steadying his bottom
with her left hand.

The curly-haired woman smiles.  Not as if she doesn't have
a care in the world, but as if all she really cares about in this world
is the child in her arms.

The child holds a flower in his left hand and looks out at the
world we cannot see, past the loving clasp of a mother's shoulder.



The mother and child sit on what looks like a
weather-scarred wooden ledge in the midst of tall grass, patchy
and wild.  Those sharp and unruly blades of grass reminded me
in this week of rising infections and tumultuous weather that we
hold tight to those we love.  But we all sail against what
Shakespeare called our “sea of troubles.”

I read on to see that the sketch is by Albrecht Dürer, the
great German artist, who called it “The Virgin and Child with a
Flower on a Grassy Bank.”  It is believed to have been drawn
around 1503 as a study for a later painting.  Five years ago, it
sold at an estate sale for $30.  The seller thought it was a
reproduction.

Art experts quoted in news accounts believe this rare
original Dürer sketch may sell for $50 million.

But at $30 or $50 million, I found the real value of “The
Virgin and Child with a Flower on a Grassy Bank” in the simple
delicacy of its gentle strokes and imagery.  In Dürer's artistry,
Mary and the infant Jesus are seen not as icons, but a mother
and child.  The love in their looks, arms, and hands reminds me
of mothers and children I've seen around the world in almost the
same pose on park benches and playgrounds, in war zones and
refugee camps, and on subways and buses.

A child and mother who, like us all, don't know what's out
there, or what's ahead.  So we hold on to each other now.3

Lord, we don’t need another mountain or river or meadow or shiny bike
or sparkling bracelet or colorful sweater or electronic gadget or box of candy. 
What the world needs now, Lord, is love.  May we be the first to offer that gift
of grace this year.  Amen.

3Scott Simon, “Albrecht Dürer's Lesson for All of Us Today,” NPR’s Weekend Edition Saturday
(December 18, 2021); available online at: https://www.npr.org/2021/12/18/1065433105/opinion-albrecht-durers
-lesson-for-all-of-us-today.



December 29, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Gracious and Loving God, we come to you this morning with hearts of
gratitude for the many blessings you have given, for the gift of a new day and
for the beauty of all that your hands have created.  Thank you for the seasons
and the rains that keep our earth renewed.  Grant us, dear God, the grace to
see your beauty and likeness in created things and may we show great care
to touch earth with gentleness and with love.

We also give thanks for the gift of music and for the privilege to use it
to tell of your love for us and our love for one another.  We thank you for the
gift of our church and for the Church in every land, for the light it gives in this
community and throughout the world.  Help us, O God, to walk in a manner
worthy of the calling you have given us.  Help us to have humble and gentle
hearts.  Grant us patience for one another, bearing with one another in love,
and grant the body of Christ unity for all people everywhere. 

Lord Jesus, we thank you for the privilege of praying for others as so
often we have been the recipient of others' prayers.  You promised in your
Word to hear our prayers, so we pray with confidence.  We seek you and the
healing that only you can provide.  We have mentioned those among us this
morning and we pray for them in a particular way.  Be near them, Dear
Father, even now and meet their every need.  Grant them healing of body,
mind and spirit and the comfort of knowing you hold all heaven and earth in
your loving hands. 

And just as sincerely as we have prayed for others, we pray for
ourselves as we simply bow our heads to tell you the desires of our hearts. 
We sometimes struggle, Precious Father.  We need your help.  When we are
confused, give us patience to sit quietly until one true thing emerges for us to
do and then give us the courage to go do it.  And above all, Dear God, grant
us the certainty that there will be no stopping all the good we can do when we
go in Jesus' precious name, Amen. 

Amy Shortt
Minister of Music


