THE LAST SERMON

Romans 8:38–39

[image: image1.png]



Rev. Jennifer Peterson Singh

Vienna Baptist Church

Vienna, Virginia

September 4, 2011

Romans 8:38-39

38For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, 39nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

Most people retire when they are 65, to live a life of leisure (hopefully). I’m retiring at 35 to care for two very rambunctious toddlers. My mama always said I was a little different. I’ve never done things the normal way. I’m a female, Baptist pastor—even that is a little strange to some people. 

I’m anxiously awaiting the beginning of the next chapter in my life. It shocks me to think that Penelope and Micah are almost two years old; the time has raced by far too quickly. I’m looking forward to being with them every day. I know I’m very blessed that we are able for me to stay home. It is a privilege that is increasing rare these days. I am also glad that times have changed; no longer when pastors resign do they have to disappear. I’m looking forward to getting here early in order to get a good seat—on the back row.
It is a tradition at many universities to ask professors to think about what matters most to them and give a hypothetical final lecture. To answer the question, “What wisdom would you try to impart to the world if you knew it was your last chance?” It gives them a certain amount of freedom: what would you say, if you knew you couldn’t be fired. 
Since today is my last opportunity to preach at Vienna Baptist, at least for a long while, here is my last sermon. I’m not brave enough to call this wisdom; instead I’ll say this is my top 13 list, most people do a top ten, but like I said, I don’t do things the normal way. 

1. You need community. Life is too hard to do alone. There is a reason the word koinonia, the Greek word for fellowship, community and intimate friendship, is mentioned repeatedly throughout the New Testament. I learned it myself, when I was put on bed rest before Penelope and Micah were born. Suddenly, I couldn’t do everything, I needed help. To this day, I’m still grateful for the way so many of you stepped in and cared for us. We need each other, so we can through the hard things in life. I think that is why funerals are so important. They are a way of showing a family they do not walk alone through their grief. And when the pain is so overwhelming they can’t ever walk, we carry each other. Community usually doesn’t find you, often times you need to seek it out. This can be hard, but it is worth it. 

2. Life is hard to understand. Romans 8:28, “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him”, has given me strength through so many difficult situations.  God doesn’t make bad things happen, but God brings good out of bad situations. I can’t begin to explain or understand many of the tragedies we’ve seen personally, nationally and internationally over the last month, nor would I dare to even try. What I can say is through them all, I saw good come out of them. Past wrongs were forgiven, people were generous, and new friendships were born. When you go through something horrible, find away to learn from it and allow God to use you. Educate someone, be compassionate, and be generous.
3. Every moment matters. Devin was 19 years old and full of promise. I knew him when he was one of the kids in the children’s ministry at my former church that showed up for everything. He had enough energy to fill a room. He just graduated high school last year and was working; everyone expected his girlfriend would soon be his wife. Two weeks ago, I attended his funeral. He was killed suddenly in a car accident. Don’t wait until tomorrow to tell someone you love them; in fact call them on your way home from church today. You do not know what the future holds. 
4. If you want your children and teenagers to come to church, come yourself. Studies have shown that beyond any single thing, both parents attending church regularly makes a bigger difference in child being a practicing Christian after they graduate high school. I know it is hard. A friend of mine once said, “There are some very UN-Christian things done in order to get a family with small children to church on time.” Since I’m resigning, I can confess that there are some Sundays I wake up and I want stay in bed. After running all week, there is nothing I would love more than to stay in bed and sleep or at least not have to get two toddlers up and dressed and out of the door before 9am. But, I want them to know and love this community of believers and I know that means coming together in Bible Study and worship. There is no substitute for time spent together. 

5. Teenagers are good, despite what you might believe if you only know them through news reports or TV. Our youth have raised thousands of dollars to build wells in Malawi, buy animals through Heifer project, purchase life-saving malaria prevention nets and get Christmas presents for children in DC. They spend a week of their summer at Passport serving those in need in low-income housing by doing construction or running day camps. Many take off work and rearrange family vacations to serve as children’s camp counselors. They get up early during the summer to help lead Playdates on the Playground. Teenagers have enviable energy and can do amazing things, believe in them. 
6. Respect means everything. Show it. We all have a lot to learn. If you think you have all the answers, you probably don’t even know the question. Remain curious. I’ve learned life lessons from people of all ages and walks of life. Christ loved everyone and so should we. We need to treat people with respect, love and dignity regardless of their age, status, job, sexual orientation, ethnicity, or anything else that society uses to look down on people. How you use your power says a lot about your character. Jesus used his power to lift others up, not to show them how far beneath they were. 
7. You never know what someone is going through, what their history is and their story. People carry burdens most of us never know. Compassion can change a life. Jesus spoke to the women at the well when everyone else rejected her because of her race, gender and lack of marriage. Jesus’ love and kindness transformed her into an evangelist. 
8. Micah 6:8: And what does the Lord ask of you? Do justice, love kindness and walk humbly with your God. If you need a life goal, this one works well. It is the reason we named Micah, Micah. If he and Penelope grow up to live out these words, I feel Pravin and I have done a good job as parents. If I can live them out, I know I’ve done a good job at life. 
9. Look at your calendar and bank statement; do they match your priorities? Looking at mine, some people in our house are convinced my priority is going to Target. Forgive me, they have great diapers. Seriously, if calendar and check book don’t reconcile with your faith, what can you do to get them closer to how you want to live? 
10. Don’t run over people seeking a goal. Nothing is worth hurting other people over. People are more important than programs, promotions or awards. What is it to profit the whole world, but not loved?  Your life is the loudest testimony you have. How you live is more important than any words you say. I’ve told this story to the youth many times. When I was high school and my sister Amanda was in middle school, we moved to a new town. We started looking at churches. On the first day of school, a girl passed my sister in the hall and said something nasty about Amanda to her friends. She was wearing a t-shirt from a local church’s youth retreat. My sister refused to even visit the church. My mom and I completely understood and supported her decision. 
11. Praying without ceasing. Put it on your to-do list until it becomes such a habit you don’t have think about it. Annie Lamott, probably my favorite Christian writer once said there are really only two prayers, “Thank you, thank you, thank you.” “Help me, help me, help me” Start there, when you can find the words on your own.
12. No one is perfect. Every single person in this worship room has fallen short. Every one of us is sinner. Yet nothing can separate us from God’s love. Wow, that is so easy to say, but it is really hard to believe.  I’ll say it again: God loves you. I am convinced, like Paul,  that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, 39nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. God’s love and grace didn’t come cheap. Don’t take lightly. The cross wasn’t a beautiful gold object destined to become jewelry, instead it cruel and awful way to die. Be a better person because God would do anything for you. 
13. Years ago, I had a major crisis of faith. I didn’t know what I believed in. One of my professors told me, get out a piece of paper and just write anything you believe. At the time, I couldn’t even write “God is” on the paper, because I even doubted God’s existence. The paper stayed blank for a long time. But, I kept going to church. Honestly, at times it was only out of habit. It was an awful place to be, because nothing felt solid or real. Today I stand in this pulpit and I’m able to share with confidence these things I have unwavering faith in. I know it is because I have been loved deeply by my fellow Christians and by a God who can handle even the biggest questions.  

As we enter our time of reflection, please reflect on the things you hold true. What do you cling to? And if you are like me those many years ago and can only see a blank page, I encourage you to listen deep within yourself, because I know God still speaks even when we cannot hear. 
Come let us worship our God who laid the foundations of the earth,
The Lord redeemed each of us and calls us to remember those saving acts,
so that we might walk filled with the Holy Spirit, and live our lives in justice, kindness and humility.
