
Reflections by the Lake
Devotions for an Unordinary Time

May 28, 2020
From the Sermon Archives of Gaylord Lehman

Carol Lehman Lucas

Today's sermon from the archives is one in which Dr. Lehman (a/k/a Dad) includes one of his
favorite themes, and the one that is commemorated in the narthex stained glass window dedicated in his
honor -- that of "going to a responsible involvement in the world."

I hope you will benefit from hearing his words again, as he lets us in on a minister's "secret" and
reminds us there is always hope, even in this pandemic-infested, politically toxic, anxiety-ridden world we
currently navigate!

A Word of Hope in a World of Hurt
A Sermon by Gaylord Lehman 

Based on Isaiah 43:1-3, Romans 8: 35-39
(Originally delivered February 28, 2010)

Several years ago when I was at Lakeside, one of our older members moved away and she asked that
we mail her the printed sermons each week.  She had been a Lakeside member since the church was
organized in the 1950's and I had been her pastor for about twenty years and she wanted to keep in touch as
best she could, so we mailed her the sermons and the church newsletter each week.  Several years later she
wrote me a note saying that we need not send her any more sermons because she felt she had heard
everything I had to say!  I rationalized by thinking she probably had the onset of Alzheimer's, but I really
knew better.  She had heard many of my sermons and read many more.  She probably had heard all I had to
say!

I'll let you in on a little secret.  A minister has only five or six basic sermons.  All our sermons are
variations on a few central themes.  I want to tell you what my friend was talking about when she said she
had heard everything I had to say.

First, God's grace is greater than our sin, his mercy more abundant than our mischief.

God is a God of clean pages and fresh starts.  God is a God of the second chance (and a third and a
fourth).  The church should always be more interested in shaping your future than in judging your past. 



God is more interested in what you can be than in what you have been.

Grace and forgiveness go hand in hand.  Ours is a gospel of grace.  Grace abounds.  Jesus never used
the word "grace."  It was Paul who made the word a large part of the Christian vocabulary.  But Jesus
illustrated it, primarily in his parables.  The Prodigal Son blew his inheritance, came home to his father, who
threw a party upon his return.  That's grace.  A group of grape pickers worked all day in the hot sun.  A
ne'er-do-well came along, went to work at the last hour and got the same paycheck as the all-day laborers. 
What's fair about that?  Nothing.  But that's grace.

Second, the matter of following Jesus is a journey, a lifelong adventure.  

It's about growing, an inch here, an inch there, day by day, week by week, month by month, year by
year, growing more and more into the person we were created to be.  There are some slips backward and
some sideways progress, but the Christian life is always a journey, a daily adventure.

Then the third thing: that journey takes us to an involvement in the world –  to aid the hurting
and the helpless, the hungry and the homeless.

We can never afford to hear Christ's call as a private, in-house celebration of his love.  It is important
to put our Sunday words to work in a Monday world.  "When did we see you hungry, or thirsty, or homeless,
or without clothes?"  Jesus answered, "Whenever you did it to one of the least of these, someone down and
out and disadvantaged, hungry and homeless, that was me--you did it unto me."

Once when delivering Meals on Wheels in our town, I took a meal to a man named John in a rather
seedy, rundown part of town.  The instructions for delivering the meal said, "Please open milk and juice for
John."  When you saw John you knew why.  His hands were twisted and gnarled with arthritis.  There was
no way he could have used his fingers and thumbs to open that milk carton or the orange juice container. 
Then I realized anew the truth of those old words, "God has no hands but our hands to do his work today." 
"Inasmuch as you have done it unto the least of these my children you have done it unto me."  The purpose
of the church is to do what Jesus would do if he were here--deliver Meals on Wheels, build Habitat houses,
tutor a child and help him to read.  Worship, then leave this place and do something for someone else in the
name of Christ.

Fourth, the Christian faith provides a word of hope in a world of hurt.

Years ago, in the old Belk-Tyler store in downtown Rocky Mount, you rode the elevator to the
second and third floors.  The elevator operator was a gracious and kindly black lady who had had that job
for many years.  Her life was literally a daily rhythm of ups and downs, the highest "up" being the third floor. 
On the third floor you met Hugh Finch, a member of our church, who managed the gift department with the
china and the crystal and the bridal registry.  That was his day job.  His Christian faith was lived out on
weekends in another manner.  Every Sunday evening he went to Guardian Care Nursing Home to bring words
of cheer and compassion to the residents.  Every Sunday morning after church, after everyone else had gone,
we would go back to the office and he would have me tape about a five- minute summary of the sermon, the
part I thought would be most relevant to nursing home residents.  That evening, Hugh would gather the
residents in the sun room to play the tape, and for those who were bed-ridden he took the tape to their rooms. 
One of my so-called ''friends" in our congregation found out about this mission project and suggested that
on Sunday morning I just give the five-minute summary and spare them the rest of the sermon!

But Hugh Finch would say to me each Sunday, "Just give them five minutes of hope.  These people
can't find much to live for.  Just give them five minutes of hope."

To give a message of hope in a world of hurt.  That's the minister's preaching challenge.  The prophet
Isaiah, speaking for God in a disastrous time in Israel's history, said: "Do not fear, for I have redeemed you;
I have called you by name, you are mine.  When you pass through the waters, I will be with you and through
the rivers they shall not overwhelm you."  Note please that the promise is not that we will never be caught



in the waters of disaster.  We were.  Hurricane Floyd did it to us.  God does not promise that we will be
spared the flood waters.  What God promises is never to abandon us but rather to preserve us as his own. 
And this is the amazing thing: it is in the midst of tragedy that God speaks these words.

Paul picks up on the same theme.  Who shall separate us from the love of Christ?  Then Paul lists
tragedies that befall us all–hardship, loss, sickness, death.  Then he concludes, "I am sure that nothing in life
or death or anything in all creation shall be able to separate us from the love of God in Jesus Christ our
Lord."  That's a promise.  That's the gospel.  That's our hope.  As my friend said, "Just give them five minutes
of hope."  Our faith brings a word of hope to a world of hurt.

Mountains have long come to symbolize the hardships and difficulties of life.  Mountains represent
problems to be solved, obstacles to be overcome, burdens to be borne, troubles to be endured.  But as Diana
Ross sang back in the 70s, “Ain't no mountain high enough . . . to keep me from you, babe.”

So it is with God.  “Ain't no mountain high enough, ain't no valley low enough, ain't no river wide
enough” to keep God from caring for you and giving strength to face life's circumstances.

So when my friend said that she felt she had heard everything I had to say, I believe she meant that
she had heard these themes repeatedly:

God's grace is greater than our sin, his mercy more abundant than our mischief.
Following Jesus is a journey, a lifelong adventure, for all of us are unfinished products.
That journey takes us to a responsible involvement in the world, to serve the hurting and the helpless,

the hungry and the homeless.
In that world of hurt, we have a message of hope: the rivers shall not overwhelm us, and neither life

nor death shall separate us from God's love.

And now you have heard just about everything I have to say!

(Note from GL:  Because sermons are meant to be heard and are not religious essays prepared for reading, the written
copy may sometimes stray from proper grammar and punctuation.)


